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Summary: 


Ivan tries to elope with Alex. Everyone makes mistakes. 
[Notes section contains elaboration on content warning 
tags.] 


Last Resort 
Author's Note: 
First posted on the gs kink meme. 


Tagged 'underage' because it's set slightly after canon, 
and Ivan is under 18 (he's about 16 here). Tagged 
‘choose not to use archive warnings' because that's 
ao3's advice if you're not sure whether the 'Non-Con' tag 
applies. I'm not sure whether the non-consensual 
voyeurism is the kind of content that tag is intended to 
cover (Ivan spams mind read). Plus, the fic is told from 
Ivan's pov, and much of it is meant to imply worse 
things than Ivan is willing to acknowledge, so it may be 
triggery for things that don't end up happening in the 
content. 


Ivan blinked in the bright sunlight as he materialised at the 
edge of the road to Vault. Beside him, Sheba brushed snow 
off her clothes, muttering irritably about the freezing 
wastelands of the north. 


"| wouldn't call Imil a wasteland," Ivan ventured, sliding his 
hood down. "You did agree to visit in the spring." 


"I'm hoping it'll have warmed up by then," Sheba replied, 
heading towards the village. "Besides, | can't say no to Mia. 
She gets that wounded puppy dog look..." 


"Didn't you come with us specifially so that you could 
teleport to Imil yourself from now on?" 


"Yeah, if | ever need to. It's worth visiting everywhere once. 
Plus, | wanted to help her get all her stuff home in one trip, 
and | wanted to try the hot chocolate." 


"Didn't you turn it down when she offered to make some?" 


"By the time we were there, | already wanted to leave. It 
took long enough to unpack everything. Imil's not as bad as 
Prox, but still..." 


"Do you need the teleport lapis back today?" 
"Nah, I'm gonna go bug Felix." 


"Are you planning on visiting Lalivero again soon? I'd like to 
go along with you next time, if it's not too much to ask..." 


"I'm not sure. Faran still expects me to come home for good 
one of these days. He thinks | keep putting it off, but I... | 
don't know how to tell him that I'm nowhere near ready to 
call it quits and go home." 


"Do you think trouble might still be brewing?" 


"Well, maybe. Mia's confident that things have settled down, 
and Felix says it's up to me whether | stay or leave. If 
anything was going to happen, it probably would've 
happened within the first few weeks of our return. | want to 
be around to help the others if they need me, but more than 
that... | don't want to go back to Lalivero without answers. 
I'm thinking of asking Piers whether he'll take me with him 
when he goes back to Lemuria. There's a chance Lunpa 
might know something, and if | take the lapis, | can talk to 
Hama too..." 


"I'm sure they'll be happy to oblige you." 


"Let's hope so. There's the Inn; I'd better go find him. See 
you later." 


"Good luck." 


Ivan continued on towards the Sanctum, where he was 
staying with most of the others. Isaac and Felix had brought 
their parents there shortly after they were reunited at the 
northernmost Valean camp, to give them time to fully 
recuperate in a more hospitable environment. The Inn and 
the Sanctum had both filled up quickly as more refugees 
had followed in their footsteps. Ivan had invited his Valean 
friends back to Kalay, and they'd decided to take him up on 
his offer once the situation around Mt Aleph was stable. Now 
that Mia had decided it was safe to leave, it might not be 
long before the others were ready to pack their bags and 
move on. 


Half the village seemed to be bustling around outside the 
Sanctum, laying out tables and benches on the grass. Ivan 
wove his way through the crowd until he found Isaac and 
Garet setting up a fire pit near the Sanctum's outer wall. 


"Hey, Ivan! You're just in time. Could you fetch us some more 
firewood?" Garet asked. 


"What am | in time for?" 


"We're holding a feast," Isaac explained. "Felix figured it 
would help boost morale before we leave." 


"Yeah, we went hunting earlier, while you were out," Garet 
added. "I was starting to wonder whether the girls had 
kidnapped you." 


"We weren't gone for that long," Ivan replied, looking over 
the preparations. "How much more firewood do you need?" 


"AS much as you can carry." Garet grinned, and spun him 
round by his shoulders. "Go on, off with you. We want to 
make a start before dark." 


"It's taking longer than anyone expected," Isaac called after 
him, in explanation and apology. 


Ivan smiled as he set off; he didn't mind making himself 
useful. His friends always had the best ideas... 


When Ivan had finally finished running errand after errand, 
he grabbed a plate of food and went to join his friends. To his 
discomfort, the only chairs left were at the end of the table, 
opposite Isaac and Jenna, and those two were hand-feeding 
each other tidbits of roast troll; they were almost in each 
other's laps. Ivan kept his head down and started picking at 
his meal. Felix and Piers, on his left, were in their own little 
world as well, but the conversation was bound to shift 
sooner or later; he wasn't worried about being left out in the 
cold for long. All the same, he wished he could have avoided 
Jenna and Isaac while they were in this mood. 


Ivan didn't always wish couples would get a room; he'd read 
too many intimate thoughts from strangers’ minds to be 
bothered by the level of flirting that other people tended to 
complain about. It was only difficult with Isaac because... 
well, because it was Isaac. He'd always known how his 
friends felt about each other, and he understood as 
thoroughly as it was possible to understand; he'd seen them 
through each other's eyes. He'd been happy for them ever 
since they were reunited, and he was mature enough to 
enjoy the time he spent with each of them individually; they 
were good people, and he wasn't going to lower their 
opinion of him by trying to act on a crush that was never 
going to work out. He'd read the minds of too many people 
who were deeply in love to be under any illusions that his 
own feelings were anything more than a mild crush on a 
close friend. 


He risked another glance to his left, drumming his fingers on 
the table as he watched Felix and Piers conversing. Before 
the quest, in situations like this, he would have read his 
companions’ minds more or less on reflex; it was easy to feel 
engaged in a conversation when you could dip in and out of 
its participants at will. He'd only recently come to realise 
what he'd been doing to himself by living that way. If he 
used his Psynergy as a shortcut to familiarity among those 
who couldn't sense it, then he didn't give people the chance 
to get to know him through the kind of two-way 
conversations that relationships were built on. He often used 
to leave an odd impression, as someone young and strange 
and quiet; people would think him hesitant and distant right 
up until the moment they thought him over-familiar. It 
always used to feel natural to make up for it using Psynergy, 
and live through those around him; he certainly hadn't been 
short of second-hand life experience. 


Isaac and the others had shown him how much he'd been 
missing out on, ever since he'd heeded their wishes and 
stopped reading their minds. Isaac always sought his 
opinion on group decisions; Isaac was always there to listen 
to his concerns; Isaac always kept an eye on him and made 
sure he wasn't left behind or left out; Isaac always smiled for 
him and made time for him. No matter how often Ivan told 
himself that Isaac was simply a good leader and a good 
friend, he couldn't help but feel more gratitude and respect 
than he would ever be able to demonstrate. Not so long as 
Isaac saw him as nothing more than a friend... 


He'd hoped that visiting Imil today would serve as a 
distraction. Mia had been happy to take them on a tour of 
her hometown; she'd introduced them to more or less 
everyone she knew. Ivan had taken the opportunity to stay 
and chat for as long as possible each time, and he'd 
volunteered to take Mia's spare supplies over to the 


Sanctum while Sheba helped her unpack everything else. 
There was nothing wrong with taking an interest in a friend's 
life, and listening to all the anecdotes her loved ones were 
willing to share. Considering the situation in the area 
surrounding Mt Aleph, there was nothing wrong with asking 
about Alex either, while Mia wasn't around to get angry. It 
was a legitimate information-gathering exercise, and it was 
important enough that he was justified in using Mind Read 
to flesh out and verify the information he obtained. There 
was nothing new about watching other people's childhood 
experiences through the eyes of those who knew them well. 
Yet somehow, watching Alex and Mia bickering or playing 
tag or dozing off in the sun didn't quite feel like a valid act 
of reconnaissance. 


Why did there have to be so many similarities between Imil's 
healer boy and the mysterious stranger Isaac had first met? 
The calm and steady gaze, the pragmatism, the graceful 
competence... Mia had settled on righteous fury as the 
appropriate reaction to his betrayal, but Ivan hadn't known 
him well enough to feel personally betrayed, or even angry 
on behalf of his friends. Honestly, all Ivan could feel was a 
sense of loss at the thought of what would happen if they 
faced him in a fight, and if, like so many of his allies, he 
refused to back down in the face of defeat. Or worse, if he 
did try to retreat or surrender, as seemed more in keeping 
with his nature, and the others refused to believe him or 
leave him to his own devices, because things had already 
gone too far. With every day that passed, Ivan grew more 
hopeful that there would be no such confrontation, and that 
he would not end up sharing the responsibility for another 
death. He didn't want to have to face down a young man 
who had been every bit as beloved of his people as his 
cousin, and who had saved lives even before supporting 
them on their quest. If only he would explain himself 
upfront. Sheba had warned Ivan that he wouldn't be able to 


find out much by reading his mind. What could he even say 
to him if they met, knowing what he knew now? "Stop this, 
Alex! What would your mother think if she were around to 
see this, gods bless her soul? | remember you when you 
were a baby, and look at you now, all grown up and so 
damn sure that you can take on the world. I've never 
forgotten that look in your eyes, not since the day | first saw 
how Isaac saw you..." 


No, no, if it came down to it, he would have to let the others 
do the talking. He would have to fight to protect his friends. 
He would have to watch another hopeless crush go up in 
flames... If Isaac was out of reach, if his feelings for his 
closest friend were inappropriate, then how much worse was 
this? He couldn't afford to let his mind fixate on an enemy 
who wasn't even looking to make friends, let alone turn his 
life around. Alex had no reason to look twice at him, unless 
he were to stand in his way, or make a fool of himself, or 
both... 


Ivan batted Jenna's hand away from his plate, then realised 
he'd barely touched his food. "Sorry. Grab a bit if you want." 


"Thanks." Jenna grinned at him, then turned back to Isaac. 
Oh, for Jupiter's sake, now she was actually sitting in his 
lap... 


Ivan pushed his plate over to her side of the table. He'd lost 
his appetite, though he'd been hungry when he'd loaded up 
his plate. Maybe he should have visited Hama this evening, 
rather than staying for the feast. Would Isaac mind if he left 
now? They were throwing the feast for everyone's sake, as a 
morale-booster; maybe he shouldn't leave. It had been a 
while since they'd all sat down to a meal together, what with 
all the reconstruction work... 


"Is this seat free?" 


"Yes, of course," Ivan replied automatically, while his mind 
took a second to process the voice. He whipped round and, 
yes, that was Alex claiming the seat on his right, at the end 
of the table. He was dressed in a white shirt and a tan 
waistcoat; what had happened to his other outfit? "Wh-what 
are you doing here?" 


"What - " Isaac looked up, and froze as he saw who'd joined 
them. Jenna went rather red, and scrambled off her 
boyfriend's lap. 


"| must congratulate you, Felix, on your - " 


"You've got some nerve, showing your face around here!" 
Jenna interrupted. 


"Jenna, my dear, have | ever lacked nerve?" 


"What are you doing here? Answer the question!" Isaac 
demanded. 


"I wish to speak to Felix. Is that not already perfectly 
apparent?" 


"What makes you think we'll listen to a word you say?" Garet 
asked, crowding round the end of the table with the others 
who'd been sitting further down. 


"Are you averse to being congratulated?" Alex asked, 
smiling as if Garet were being foolish. 


"I'm afraid it is rather too little, too late," Piers replied, his 
gaze shifting between Alex and Felix. 


"You can say that again. Mars Lighthouse was tougher than 
we ever imagined,” Felix added, his tone making it clear he 
was trying to hold his temper in check. "We could have used 
your help, if you'd actually given a damn. Not everyone 
made it back alive." 


Alex surveyed the assembled Adepts. "Is Kraden...?" 
"He's fine," Isaac answered dismissively. 


"I'm not sure I'd call him fine. He's still holed up with the 
books he got from Puelle. | can't remember the last time | 
saw him step outside," Sheba added, sounding worried. 


"Karst and Agatio are dead," Felix elaborated, staring 
balefully at Alex. 


"She died in his arms," Jenna added in an accusing stage 
whisper, leaning across the table and pointing towards her 
brother. 


"Oh, is that all? You had me worried for a minute there," Alex 
replied, donning his most infuriating smile. 


Jenna punched the table, turning ever more red. "How 
callous can you - !" 


"Save your breath," Felix advised. "He wouldn't even 
understand." 


"You do not give me enough credit, Felix. | understand your 
way of thinking, and | have no use for it. Perhaps you will 
outgrow it too, someday." 


"Yeah, right." Sheba smiled humourlessly. "When you left us 
to save Mia in your place at Jupiter Lighthouse, that was so 
grown up..." 


"You didn't ask whether Mia's alright," Ivan noted. Kraden 
wasn't the only one absent from the table. 


"Is she still well?" 


"She's fine. You knew that already, though, didn't you?" 
Garet answered. "Why else would you show up today, of all 
days?" 


"Whatever are you talking about?" 


"She went home today. Are you still avoiding her? Honestly, 
what's the point?" Jenna asked wearily. Ivan guessed she'd 
been caught in the middle of that feud for a while. 


"What would be the point of meeting with her?" 


"The sooner you two have it out, the better. That is, if you're 
ever planning on setting foot in Imil again." Sheba wagged 
her finger in warning. "I hope you don't think we're going to 
let you off the hook, either." 


"One can only learn so much in one place. Besides, | am 
allergic to teary reunions, no matter the cause of the tears." 


"What if we go and fetch her right now?" Garet asked, 
gesturing for Ivan to stand. 


"What makes you think | would stay in the face of such poor 
hospitality?" Alex answered, directing his gaze at Ivan. 


Ivan took a deep breath, released it without figuring out 
what to say, and finally settled on staring at the table until 
further notice. Don't lean in, he warned himself, and don't 
ask how long he's staying, and don't ask to touch his hair, 
and don't stand up until you've calmed down. 


"Don't be in such a hurry to rush off," Felix told Alex, holding 
up a hand to warn Ivan to stay seated. "I've been meaning to 
ask you a question or two before you disappear, if you'll 
deign to hear me out." 


"Why, of course," Alex replied, smiling graciously. 


"He's not slipping away this time," Isaac added. Ivan felt 
compelled to check that Isaac's hands were still visible on 
the table, miles away from his weapon. 


"Don't promise the impossible, sweetie." Jenna met Isaac's 
surprised stare with a wry smile. "We can stand our ground, | 
don't doubt it, but we can't very well keep him from 
leaving." 


"We've all agreed to hear each other out," Ivan reminded 
them. His voice was going hoarse with nerves, though he 
wasn't sure why; Jenna was right, there was nothing to keep 
Alex from warping away if things fell apart. He clearly wasn't 
here to pick a fight. 


"Not all of us," Garet muttered. 


"Garet. Please." Even without voicing a more specific 
request, Piers seemed to get the message across. 


Isaac sighed and folded his arms. He gave a long overdue 
instruction to his teammates. "Back to your seats." 


"Thank you," Ivan breathed. When he drew an odd look from 
Isaac, he gave him a grateful smile, pretending he'd meant 
to say it aloud all along. 


Alex leaned his arms on the table and caught Felix's gaze. 
"Please keep your dogs under control." 


Ivan saw Isaac's fists clench, and shot to his feet. 


"Would anyone like another drink?" Ivan asked, belting out 
the question as loudly as he could without shouting. "Or 
seconds? Have you eaten, Alex? There's plenty of meat 
going spare, | think, though most of it's still on the bone. 
Um, can | fetch you anything?" 


Alex shot him a very strange look. Ivan's mind was still 
racing trying to figure out why - had he said something 
wrong? - when Felix drew back their attention. 


"Hold on a minute." 


Felix leaned forward to speak around Ivan, who swiftly sat 
down again. 


"Do the words ‘golden sun' ring any bells? | hear it's the 
reason you didn't accompany us north." 


"Oh? Who have you been talking to?" Alex sounded mildly 
Surprised. 


"The Wise One." Felix gave him a skewed smile. "Quite a 
reliable source." 


"Reliable? Did the Wise One not recently convince your little 
friends that you were hellbent on destroying the world? 
Honestly, Felix, you ought to know better than to believe 
everything you hear from that creature." 


"Is it true?" 


"The golden sun is a beneficial side effect of the unsealing of 
Alchemy. If it were the only side effect, we would not be in 
such dire straits." 


"What else is on the way?" 


"Storms, earthquakes and landslides. Cataclysmic 
convulsions of the land. Recurring distortions of the 
atmosphere. Our planet has been badly disfigured by the 
seal on Alchemy, and the damage will not smoothly reverse 
itself. Breaking the seal has tipped all of the great forces of 
nature into overdrive. The heavens and earth are 
changing..." 


"Mt Aleph's destruction was only the beginning," Piers 
mused. "My king has expressed concerns that the road 
ahead will not be easy." 


"| had hoped to use the golden sun to negate these disasters 
through absolute mastery of the most fundamental elements 
of nature. However, it is not what | had hoped it would be." 
Alex's smile froze into something slightly painful to behold. 
"I am glad I did not wait until a major natural disaster struck 
before attempting to determine the extent of my abilities. | 
cannot divert or dispel a storm or tsunami, and the Wise One 
remains the only entity capable of suppressing or delaying a 
volcanic eruption. My pre-existing Psynergy is merely more 
powerful. | will not be capable of making much of a 
difference..." 


"We've survived natural disasters before. If you feel like 
lending more of a hand next time, you could make a huge 
difference with your healing Psynergy." Jenna poked his arm, 
sounding quite dubious about all of this. "Why did you wait 
until now to warn us, anyway?" 


"| did not wish to leave you conflicted over your role in 
activating the Lighthouses. There was truly no other way 
forward, and there was not enough time for you to seek 
other options before reaching the same conclusion." 


"We are all well aware that Alchemy had to be unleashed to 
save Weyard from certain destruction," Piers informed him. "I 
shared my knowledge of the situation with my allies before 
we reached Mars Lighthouse. We have resolved to stand by 
our decision with no regrets, even if our actions lead to 
further strife." 


"You could have shared your own knowledge a whole lot 
sooner," Felix added. 


"Shortly after Alchemy was sealed, the Mercury Clan 
produced a written estimate of the degree of humanitarian 
aid that would be required in the event of its release. My 
ancestors factored in their available resources based on the 
Clan's size at the time. The tireless efforts of three hundred 
Mercury Adepts, stationed across the length and breadth of 
northern Angara, would barely be enough to halve the death 
toll in that region." 


"It would have taken more manpower to serve a larger 
population," Piers reasoned. 


"The ratio of Adepts within the general population has 
declined to an almost negligible figure. | cannot replace a 
force of hundreds, if only because | cannot be everywhere at 
once." Alex dismissed Piers' reply with a twisted smile. "The 
records are stored in a disused shrine a few miles outside of 
Imil. | did not tell Mia because | did not wish to worry her." 


"How did a Clan of that size die off to leave the two of you 
on your own?" Sheba asked. "Couldn't it... expand as rapidly 
as it declined? A few years from now..." 


"Adepts have disappeared from almost every corner of the 
map. Places such as Vale and Lemuria are the exception, not 
the rule. The Mercury Clan only managed to preserve its 
ancestral powers until this generation through a certain 


amount of inbreeding. | highly doubt she and | could 
produce healthy offspring." 


"You...?" Sheba snorted her drink through her nose, and 
dissolved into laughter as she tried to stop coughing. 


"That explains a lot..." Jenna added, losing control over her 
giggling as soon as she made eye contact with Sheba. 


Alex started to look mildly irritated as he waited for the girls 
to get ahold of themselves. "Do you have a point?" 


"This is irrelevant," Isaac grumbled. "What do you want with 
Felix?" 


"Yeah. If you're looking for fresh blood, he's not exactly 
fertile ground - " 


"Watch it!" Jenna scowled as she interrupted Sheba. "Don't 
even joke about that." 


"The golden sun ought to have been a godsend," Alex told 
Felix, ignoring the others for now. "A means of forging a new 
path. What use is Psynergy if it cannot deliver a flourishing 
civilisation with all the brilliance and longevity of an eternal 
flame? We must advance our understanding of Alchemy if 
we are to stand any chance of averting the chaos that lies 
ahead." 


"In what sense?" Felix asked warily. 


"If Kraden is able to join us, | would like to hear his 
observations on Mars Lighthouse following its activation and 
its effect on the surrounding environment." 


"The rest of us were there too, you know," Felix reminded 
him. 


"Oh? Would you care to describe it from your perspective?" 


"There was a blinding light, and a great beam of... Kraden 
said it was Psynergy... shot out of the beacon - " 


Alex turned to face Ivan. "Would you kindly fetch Kraden? | 
believe he might actually be able to contribute to the 
discussion." 


Ivan bit his lip and glanced at Felix. 
"You might as well," Felix muttered, turning slightly red. 


"Oh. Okay. Are you sure you don't want a drink, Alex?" Ivan 
checked. "They may only be serving ale and water, but that 
doesn't mean they're the only options. | could go and boil up 
some peppermint tea, if you'd like. That's your - you like it 
well enough, don't you? | mean, so I've heard..." 


Alex regarded him with an icy stare, then summoned up a 
smile. "I suppose it will suffice. Don't let me keep you, now." 


Ivan smiled faintly, and left as swiftly as possible. He'd kept 
himself from saying ‘that's your favourite’, but rambling on 
for that long wasn't much better. Had Alex guessed that he'd 
been asking around about him behind his back? Was he 
wary of surveillance by a Jupiter Adept? Had that been a 
note of warning in his dismissal? Or was he blowing things 
out of proportion? How dire a warning could it have been, in 
all likelihood? “Peppermint tea? You know too much..." 


When Ivan entered the Sanctum, he found Kraden immersed 
in his books, as usual. His papers were spilling over onto the 
beds crammed in on either side of his own. 


"The sooner we leave for Kalay, the sooner you'll have a 
decent working space," Ivan reminded him, picking his way 


past the blankets and clutter strewn across every inch of the 
floor. 


"Hmm? Ah, Ivan." Kraden blinked and looked up, 
disengaging slowly from his reading material. 


"Have you eaten yet?" Ivan checked; he couldn't see any 
plates or cups lying around on the bed. 


"Yes, Felix was kind enough to see to that before the 
festivities began in earnest. Are they enjoying themselves 
outside?" 


"I think so." Ivan gave the question a little more thought. "I 
mean, they were, until Alex arrived." 


"What? Oh dear. What is he up to this time?" Kraden asked, 
setting his books aside. 


"He wants to speak to you, apparently." 
"Did he bring along any... encouragement?" 
"No, it's just him." 

"Still, | suppose | had better..." 


"You don't have to talk to him if you don't want to. We'll just 
tell him to leave." 


"Thank you, but I think | had better see what this is about. 
After all, it's bound to be important." 


"He's already told us quite a bit about the history of the 
Mercury Clan, and the golden sun's predicted after-effects. | 
think you'd be interested," Ivan added, cheered by the 
confirmation that they would all be together for a while 
longer this evening. 


Kraden stared at him over his glasses for a few moments, 
then nodded and rose to his feet. "Let us hope so. Now, lead 
on..." 


"I'll be along later, if that's alright. He asked me to make him 
a drink," Ivan replied, smiling buoyantly. 


"Is that so? Very well. | will see you again shortly." 


By the time Ivan was heading towards the table with the 
drinks - one for Alex, and one for Kraden, since he'd 
forgotten to ask - the two of them were holding a technical 
discussion full of terms that went completely over Ivan's 
head. Kraden had taken his seat, and he was busily 
Sketching all kinds of strange diagrams on a sheet of paper; 
even as Ivan watched, he scribbled one out and re-drew it, 
possibly based on something Alex had said. 


Jenna, Isaac and Garet were picking at their food and 
keeping an eye on the conversation; they looked bored and 
stressed, but they actually seemed to be following it, at least 
to some degree. Ivan remembered that Kraden had taken 
them on as students while he was living in Vale. Felix was 
studiously ignoring the conversation on his right, but he 
most likely intended to ask Kraden to explain every word of 
it later. Piers seemed interested, but he wasn't at an angle to 
see much. Sheba was brooding over her food, and probably 
planning on reading someone's mind for the abridged 
version. 


Ivan hesitated when he reached the edge of the table. 
Sheba had mentioned that she'd never been able to read 
Alex's mind freely, and that he'd replied to some of her 
attempts in conversations that had only been a small step 
short of two-way telepathy. There was a lot of tone and 


feeling in people's mental voices, usually more than you 
would get from their physical voices, though you could hear 
a lot of similarity between the two. 


He tried using Mind Read as he set down the drinks. Before 
he sensed anything, Alex turned to meet his gaze. 


{{ Really, lvan? I'd have thought Sheba would have warned 
you against trying to read my thoughts. It's no use, you 
know. }} 


"| had to see for myself," Ivan replied, breaking off the 
Psynergy and maintaining eye contact. What could he say to 
keep Alex looking his way for a while longer? 


"See what?" Jenna asked, sarcasm creeping into her tone. 
"His pallid good looks?" 


Ivan stared at her for a moment, then came up with an 
excuse to leave. "I'd better go find a chair..." 


He left quickly, hoping Alex hadn't read too much into her 
comment. It was just a joke, wasn't it? They couldn't have 
figured out how he felt. He hadn't said anything about it, or 
acted out of the ordinary. 


For some reason, he was relieved to know that Jenna didn't 
consider Alex attractive, even though it made no difference 
one way or another. Jenna was with Isaac, and she was 
devoted to him, whether or not she still noticed other men. 
Alex wasn't with anyone, wasn't interested in anyone, and 
wasn't going to change for anyone. Or get changed in front 
of anyone. Damn it, inappropriate thought... 


Ivan was fairly sure he wasn't blushing anymore by the time 
he'd found a spare chair and dragged it over to the end of 
the table. He stood over the others for a minute, leaning on 


the back of the chair while he watched them. Alex was 
looking down and amending something Kraden had drawn. 
His collar stuck out at the back, as if his shirt was slightly 
too large, and Ivan could just make out the top half of the 
word 'GABRIEL' stitched into the fabric. 


"Why are you wearing second hand clothes?" Ivan asked, 
taking a Seat. 


Alex gave him another strange look. "Do you seriously feel 
that it requires explanation? 


"You hated hand-me-downs," Ivan replied, pushed on by the 
nagging feeling that something wasn't right. "You always 
said you deserved better than someone else's discards." 


"Really?" Jenna started giggling again. "You must have been 
such an obnoxious kid..." 


Since Alex didn't seem inclined to respond, Ivan continued, 
figuring he didn't have to act defensive about knowing a 
thing or two about him. After travelling with his family for 
months, it was to be expected. "I've heard a lot about you. 
Mia might not want to admit that she's worried about you, 
but someone ought to." 


"How commendable. Feel free to cease your efforts here." 


"Efforts?" Ivan wouldn't say it took any kind of effort to 
worry about people. If anything, it was an effort to stop 
worrying. 


It was too late to make a fuss about it, though; Alex had 
already turned back to Kraden. Ivan folded his hands on the 
table and tried to listen to their conversation. He soon felt as 
bored as the others looked. It wasn't so bad when Alex was 
speaking; he enjoyed listening to his voice, even when he 


barely understood one word in three. Kraden was doing most 
of the talking, though, and it was frustrating not knowing 
what Alex was getting out of it, or whether he would stay for 
a while afterwards. 


Eventually, lvan decided to interrupt with another question, 
even though it wasn't likely to win him any points. If Alex 
was going to take exception to his concern, then he might as 
well ask whatever he pleased for his own peace of mind. The 
opportunity for closure might not come around again. 


"What did you mean when you said you familiarised yourself 
with the power of the golden sun before any natural 
disasters struck? Didn't Mt Aleph fall during the golden sun 
event?" 


"| had a few minutes' grace to find out what to expect." 


"We already asked him that," Sheba mumbled, sounding 
only half awake. 


"Where have you been since then?" Ivan pressed on. 
"In the area." 
"Where are you staying now?" 


"With a charming old couple a few miles north of here. They 
have been kind enough to sleep in the barn while I rent their 
attic bedroom." 


"Mars, you're the worst kind of pest, aren't you?" Jenna 
muttered. "Did it ever occur to you that they shouldn't be 
the ones taking the barn?" 


"On the contrary, it was the best option. Their 
granddaughter could not be expected to rest in such 


unsanitary conditions during her illness. | recommended 
that she should be the one to keep her room, and that its 
temperature be kept comfortably cool until her fever 
passed." 


"Are you treating her while you're staying?" Ivan checked. 


"Yes, that was the deal. She is out of danger now, and | 
believe she will only require a few more days of bed rest to 
recover her strength. | have not had time to travel until 
today." 


"So you've been working this time," Jenna noted. 
"Will you be staying for much longer?" Ivan asked. 


"Perhaps. If you are quite finished, | might be able to 
conclude my business with Kraden sooner rather than later." 


"There's a lot more I'd like to hear about. | mean, maybe, if 
you come back tomorrow, I'd like to hear about the Clan. The 
Mars Clan, too, from the time you stayed with them. Both 
Clans. Are there more than two Clans?" Ivan realised he was 
rambling again. 


"We'll see. Now, Kraden, | do not believe you have finished 
explaining your thoughts on Citrinitas..." 


Ivan gave up and let the rest of their conversation wash over 
him. Maybe that counted as quitting while he was ahead. At 
some point, he ended up almost dozing off, resting his head 
on his arms and letting all the words blend together. He sat 
up with a jolt when he saw Alex stand up. Was it over 
already? 


"Are you leaving?" Ivan asked. 


"Yes, we have spoken enough for one night." 


The others all looked fairly groggy. They didn't seem inclined 
to disagree. 


"It's already late," Ivan pointed out. "Why don't you stay in 
Vault for the night?" 


"I think not." 
"You haven't touched your drink." 


Alex glanced at the peppermint tea, and hesitated for a 
moment before replying. 


"Honestly, | wouldn't put it past you people to spit in it." 
"| - | wouldn't..." Ivan stammered. 


"There you go again, mixing up the things you'd do with the 
things we'd do," Jenna spoke up, stifling a yawn. 


Ivan tried to fight down the sudden tension in his chest; he 
didn't want to let on that he was upset, but there was too 
much pressure in his throat, in his eyes, and it was no good, 
but he didn't want to leave or it would all be over. As much 
as he was relieved that Alex was safe and well, as much as 
he'd tried to believe that this was all he could have hoped 
for, he couldn't stamp out the disappointment that this was 
all he was going to get. Even with no obstacles left, he 
doesn't want you because you're not good enough. You've 
been annoying him all night, he's made no secret of it, and 
you've refused to take the hint. You're annoying and clingy, 
and he's a thousand miles out of your league, and he knows 
it. If even Isaac couldn't bring himself to love you, what 
made you think anyone else - 


He pressed the back of his arm against his eyes, trying to 
stop the tears flowing. He had to get out of here, he was 
tired and stressed and it had been a long day, a long 
journey, and it wouldn't seem so bad in the morning... 


The faint scrape of something ceramic against the table 
prompted him to open his eyes. 


Alex took a small sip of cold peppermint tea, then set the 
drink down and made eye contact. Ivan couldn't think what 
to say. Alex nodded in satisfaction, and left without another 
word. 


"| guess he really is allergic to teary reunions," Jenna mused. 
"Are you Okay now?" 


"Yes, thank you. I'm sorry..." 


"You don't need to apologise. Come on, let's get to bed." 
Jenna shook Isaac's shoulder, and he muttered something 
sleepily before blinking awake. 


Ivan left for the Sanctum on his own, wanting nothing more 
than to reach the comfort of his bed and pull the covers over 
his head. 


Ivan changed into his nightshirt under the blanket, then 
paused to listen to the nagging feeling that something still 
wasn't right. 


Everyone who stumbled into the Sanctum looked exhausted, 
not just his friends. There was usually a bit of chatter in the 
evenings. It was already late, of course, and nobody would 
come in from the feast until they were tired. Still, as Ivan lay 
awake and watched Isaac fall swiftly asleep a few beds 


along, he figured it couldn't hurt to take a few precautions 
against the unexpected. 


He took off his nightshirt, and pinned a few small 
accessories carrying useful Psynergy to the inside of one of 
his vests. When he layered the vest underneath a thicker 
woolen one, and put his nightshirt on last, it was hard to tell 
that he had anything equipped. He glanced at the healer on 
duty, at the far end of the building. There was no need to 
talk to the others about keeping watch during the night, as 
they would outdoors. This whole train of thought didn't 
mean that he distrusted Alex. It was simply hard to deny 
that trouble tended to chase after him, and vice versa. 


He wouldn't much mind if Alex felt the need to come and 
trouble him for the right reasons. All in all, he'd be happy 
enough if Alex woke him during the night and asked for a 
word outside. He'd be more than happy if Alex wanted to 
apologise for being so abrasive earlier, and to explain that 
he hadn't realised his feelings were sincere. Then perhaps 
he would follow it up with a first-hand kiss beneath the 
stars... After all that seductive talk of eternal flames, it would 
be nice to find out what kind of dreams he had in mind for 
the future. Maybe he knew of Alchemy that would allow 
everyone to live for as long as the Lemurians. Maybe he 
knew of a way to generate enough Water of Hermes for the 
whole planet, wiping out sickness everywhere. Maybe he 
even knew how to create a world where mothers and sisters 
would never have to part from their families... 


They would have to tell Mia tomorrow. She deserved to know 
that her family was still alive. lvan decided to go for a walk 
on his own beforehand, to see if he could figure out where 
Alex was staying. If he spoke to his hosts, he'd be able to 
verify where Alex had been for the last few days, and find 
out how he'd been faring. The odds were against Alex 


visiting them in Vault again, but if he went out to meet him, 
and if he managed not to annoy him, then maybe he could 
offer to do something nice for him before he left. If he 
impressed him enough, then maybe they could turn it into a 
fling. Once they got to know each other properly, Alex might 
change his mind about ever leaving him behind. Perhaps it 
wasn't likely, but it felt possible, at least, and the idea that it 
was actually possible was all he needed to lift his spirits. 


Following someone home was only stalking if you made a 
habit of it. Dropping by for an unexpected visit was fine the 
first time, so long as you were on good terms, even if you 
had ulterior motives. Even a fling would be better than 
nothing. Even being with him once would be something to 
remember... 


Ivan woke with a start, wondering whether the noise he'd 
just heard had been real, or a part of the dream that still 
fogged his senses. They'd been carving ice sculptures in 
Imil, and one of them had spoken to him. Who else had been 
there...? The details were fading too quickly to piece it 
together now. He was starving; maybe his stomach had 
woken him. That was what he got for skipping a meal. 


The lights in the Sanctum were dimmed at night, but not 
completely extinguished. Ivan folded his arms round his 
knees and looked around, trying not to let the silence get 
under his skin. 


The healer on duty had fallen asleep at his desk. What was 
his name? Jeremy? Julian? Something like that. Perhaps he'd 
overindulged yesterday. How strange to think that the feast 
was yesterday already... Ivan got out of bed and made his 
way to the end of the building, trying not to jump every time 


he stepped on the hem of his nightshirt or caught a glimpse 
of flickering shadows at the edges of his vision. 


"Um, excuse me? Would you wake up, please?" Ivan shook 
the healer's shoulder gently at first, then more vigorously. 
"Wake up..." 


He wasn't getting a reaction. Feeling paranoid for a moment, 
Ivan felt for a pulse at his neck, and breathed a sigh of relief 
when he felt a steady heartbeat beneath his fingers. 


"Come on, you're sleeping on the job..." Ivan summoned up 
a handful of crackling electricity and dealt the man a mild 
shock. 


He still didn't get a reaction from the sleeping figure. How 
had he slept through something like that? It never failed as 
a last-ditch effort to rouse the others. 


Ivan turned to scan the beds, the silence weighing ever 
more heavily on his mind. He was breathing too quickly, so 
he tried to consciously even out each breath as he walked 
towards Isaac's bed. He didn't need to hurry; he didn't need 
to run. He just needed someone to wake up, and it would all 
be fine. 


Ivan climbed onto the beds and crawled along the gap 
between Isaac and Garet. On Isaac's other side, Kyle was fast 
asleep, his arm wrapped around Dora's waist and his face 
pressed against her neck. There was no need to wake 
everyone, but he needed to know that he could reach 
someone before he could dispel the panic bubbling up 
inside him. 


"Isaac? Isaac, please, wake up," Ivan hissed, shaking his 
arm. There was a pulse at his wrist, and he was breathing, 


but no amount of shaking seemed to work. "Isaac, I'm 
sorry..." 


Ivan tried a mild electric shock, only a slight step up from 
static. Isaac didn't even seem to feel it in his sleep. 


"No, no..." He gripped Isaac's shoulders, trying to figure out 
whether he should keep shaking, or look around for 
medicine, maybe? He heard the door open, and looked 
round to see the silhouette of a figure beyond the torchlight. 
Was this a new patient, or a healer changing shifts? "Please, 
he... He's not waking up!" 


"Is that so?" Alex stepped inside, smiling faintly. "I shall see 
if | can wake him for you." 


"I, I've been trying..." Ivan glanced down at Isaac, and 
looked up again as Alex closed the door softly and started 
walking this way. Alex's gaze never left Isaac's face. Ivan felt 
something in his stomach twist. He didn't know if he ought 
to be feeling this uneasy, but Isaac had always told him to 
listen to his instincts. "Nobody's waking up. Why don't you 
start with the people by the door? I'll see to Isaac." 


Alex's pace didn't falter. "You will do him no favours by 
allowing irrational possessiveness to sway your decisions." 


"Irrational? I'm not - even if | am, I'm asking you to humour 
me. Why shouldn't you help them first? Better yet, rouse the 
healer." Ivan shifted round to shield Isaac from view. "If you 
won't do as | ask, | - I'm going to have to ask you to step 
outside." 


"Do not be ridiculous." 


"I'll ask for your help if | need it. Until then, please step 
outside, or... 1..." Ivan drew in a shaky breath, trying to 


imagine what Isaac would do in this situation. "I'm serious. 
Leave now, or | will make you leave." 


Alex laughed under his breath. 


"No - | told you - " Ivan shifted round again to stay in front 
of Isaac as Alex reached the foot of the bed. 


Alex started to lift his hand. Ivan cast Shine Plasma, feeling 
the hair at the back of his neck stand on end as lightning 
struck the floorboards. Alex materialised a few feet away, 
looking far less amused than he'd been a second ago. 


"Now leave," Ivan hissed, even though Alex didn't look 
remotely inclined to listen. What else was he supposed to 
do? 


"Cease your insolence." 


A blast of humid air slammed Ivan into the wall. As he fell 
back down onto the mattress, Ivan sent out Blitz, hoping the 
djinn would be able to handle this fight better than he 
could. 


Blitz's lightning hit a wall of shimmering air; it looked like 
the kind of heat haze you'd see in the desert. Ivan sent out 
Luff, and was about to call on Gale to strike in quick 
succession, when a chunk of ice slammed into the wall by 
his head. Blitz and Luff were frozen inside. 


Feeling suddenly lightheaded, Ivan slid down, then tried to 
catch himself, bracing his hands against the mattress. He 
couldn't breathe. He couldn't do this alone. Every djinni he 
sent out left him slower and weaker. He'd fare better if he 
left the rest set, instead of letting them be defeated so 
quickly. Even if he was wounded and knocked out, he'd 
stand a better chance of survival with the djinn's strength 


still bolstering him. Though Alex could kill him if he wanted 
to... And Isaac, Isaac... 


"No, don't go near him. Stop this, please..." Ivan crawled 
back to the end of the bed as Alex approached them once 
again. "Don't hurt Isaac." 


"What makes you think - " 


"Please!" Ivan looked up and tried to make eye contact. 
There was still one thing he could do, if he pretended to 
misinterpret Alex's intentions. At least, he hoped he was 
misinterpreting them. He didn't know why this was 
happening, so who could say? "Please, don't touch him. Take 
me instead. I'll do whatever you want..." 


"Oh?" Alex folded his arms, looking slightly taken aback. 


"I can... | can take it... | haven't been able to stop thinking of 
you since the day | first saw how Isaac saw you," Ivan 
admitted, deciding it was time to try out some of those 
bizarre lines. "Please, leave him out of this. | promise I'll 
behave..." 


Ivan grabbed Alex's wrist, and wasn't immediately shaken 
off. He braced himself, and teleported both of them away. 


Tundaria's freezing winds tore through him the instant they 
materialised, stealing his breath and his senses. He felt his 
knees hit the snow in pitch darkness, and tried to focus 
through the searing shock to cast it again. Teleport. He let 
himself dissolve into his Psynergy, taking care to transport 
only himself this time. 


When he hit the grass outside Vault, Ivan curled up on the 
ground, waiting for his numb limbs to start obeying orders 
once more. He'd only planned on stopping in Tundaria for a 


few seconds, and he'd managed it, but he hadn't quite 
realised how great a risk it would involve. Felix had taken 
the entire group to Tundaria Tower for a day of training after 
they'd had one too many close calls at Mars Lighthouse, 
giving them a chance to acclimatise and build up stamina 
before their final battles. They wouldn't have survived 
during daylight hours without wrapping up in layer upon 
layer of furs. The night was even crueller than he'd 
imagined... Still, it was the only location where he could be 
reasonably sure that Alex would still be there when they 
went back for him. 


Ivan rubbed his arms, feeling steadily less nauseous. It was 
cold enough in Vault that he wouldn't be able to stop 
Shivering until he got inside. Would Alex have enough 
Psynergy to survive until morning? He was bound to have 
some way of keeping warm, since he could use hot water 
and vapour as well as cold water and ice. When Ivan had 
tried to use Psynergy to keep cool in the Lamakan Desert, 
he'd soon realised that he had to stop and save it for battle, 
or he'd have run out in a few hours. Alex was far stronger, 
though, and if the golden sun had boosted his Psynergy, he 
Should definitely have more stamina. He'd be fine until 
morning. Maybe by then, he'd have cooled off enough to 
cooperate. Isaac would insist that he let Ivan read his mind 
before they teleported him out of there, and they'd find out 
what he'd been up to for sure. Alex had never been able to 
cross the ocean without a ship, and nobody else had visited 
Tundaria in recent years. 


Ivan managed to stand up and put one foot in front of the 
other. He still had to wake Isaac before anything else. He 
should try an elixir, and ask the djinn to help. The Mars djinn 
could thaw out Blitz and Luff. Isaac would wake up, and 
everything would be alright. Isaac would know exactly what 
to do... 


When he made it back to the Sanctum, Ivan sent out the 
djinn with their orders and unpacked a handful of elixirs. He 
opened one of the bottles while he hurried back to Isaac's 
side, and held his breath as he tipped the contents past his 
lips. 


It worked. Isaac's eyelids fluttered, and he coughed and sat 
up, and he patted Ivan's back when he hugged him, and 
pointed out that he was hugging him a little too tightly, and 
Ivan sat back and laughed, because everything was alright 
now. 


"What's going on, Ivan?" 


"You wouldn't wake up, and | was so scared, and then Alex 
was here, and | couldn't wake anyone up, but the djinn are 
okay now. Here, take these elixirs, we need to wake 
everyone else." 


"What? Alex? What did he - " 


Ivan grasped Isaac's hand and projected the images into his 
mind. He couldn't bear it when Isaac didn't understand. 


"Oh. Shit. Here, I'll take these. You'd better sort out the 
healer." 


They used up most of their elixirs on their family and 
friends, but the healer, Jason, assured them that he would 
look after everyone else. The Sanctum was well stocked; 
Ivan and Sheba had helped make sure of that, over the last 
few weeks. Isaac brought Garet and Jenna up to speed, and 
once they'd grabbed shoes, cloaks and lanterns, the Adepts 
left to check on the others at the Inn. 


Through a mix of elixirs and Psynergy, they managed to 
wake the rest of the team. They decided against barging into 


everyone else's rooms, since Jason had promised to send a 
few healers round. 


"Let me get this straight. We were all drugged or something, 
and Alex tried to go after Isaac?" Sheba asked, rubbing her 
head. "Why the fuck would he...?" 


"| don't know whether you were drugged. | just couldn't get 
anyone to wake up without medicine," Ivan clarified. 


"Right. I'm not seeing the difference," Sheba replied. 


"He must have done something to the food," Jenna added. 
"We were all eating the same stuff last night. Damn it, | 
should have known he was up to something. You know, 
besides boring us to death." 


"| dread to think what would have happened if it hadn't 
been for you," Isaac told Ivan, gracing him with the most 
beautiful smile in the world. "You saved my life, didn't you? | 
know it must have been tough..." 


"It was nothing. Don't you know I'd die for you?" Ivan meant 
every word of it. 


Isaac wouldn't meet his gaze. Jenna coughed, breaking a few 
seconds of awkward silence. 


"| mean, for any of you," Ivan added, trying to salvage the 
moment. "We've all saved each other countless times." 


"Yeah, I'm glad to know you've got my back," Garet told him. 
"You're probably the only one who could have taken him on 
alone. Dumping him in Tundaria..." 


"I know it's probably too cold, but do you want to try going 
back for him now? Or should we wait until first light?" 


"What?" Isaac gave him a blank look. 


"With enough fire Psynergy, we might be able to keep warm, 
and | doubt he's gone far." 


"You're joking, right? You're not going back there." Isaac's 
tone of voice made it sound like an order. 


"Of course we're going back. We have to talk to him," Ivan 
insisted. 


"Why?" Jenna asked. "In any other situation, I'd agree, but 
what good would it do to hear him out this time? What kind 
of explanation could he have for drugging us and trying to 
kill us in our sleep?" 


"If it were a choice between fighting to the death and talking 
things over, I'd rather both sides try to work things out, but 
this is different," Sheba agreed. "He didn't confront us face 
to face, like Karst and Agatio. We can't take him on if tries 
something like this again and gets you too next time. I'm not 
putting my life on the line just to let him make excuses until 
the next time he stabs us in the back." 


"You know we're right, don't you?" Isaac asked. "That's why 
you chose Tundaria. If you'd dropped him off anywhere else, 
he'd have disappeared and come back with a better plan. 
What if he poisons the water supply next time? | don't want 
you to die for me, Ivan. | don't want anyone to die over this." 


"| don't want anyone to die, either, but that's exactly what 
will happen to him if we abandon him there," Ivan replied 
desperately. "We can insist on reading his mind before we 
take him anywhere. We'll know if his intentions are - " 


"What if he knocks us out first?" Garet interrupted. "He's too 
powerful. Would you give in and teleport him if he held the 


rest of us hostage, and if he'd already killed half of us?" 
"I... | Know he's strong, but... What about Mia?" Ivan asked. 


"She swore never to forgive him," Felix answered. "There's 
no way she'd give him another chance, now that he's shown 
his true colours." 


"Shouldn't she at least know if her only remaining family is 
going to die?" Ivan argued. He couldn't understand why no- 
one else was arguing. 


"Until yesterday, we all assumed he was dead. | imagine she 
has already finished grieving for the boy she once knew. 
Since she would not wish to spare him, it would be cruel to 
force her to go through the grieving process again." Piers 
didn't sound happy, but he was going along with everyone 
else. 


"I know it's risky, but... if | go alone, he can't do much to me, 
since he'd have to leave me capable of using Psynergy..." 


"Ivan, no. That's not going to happen," Isaac insisted. "You 
almost got yourself killed confronting him and escaping to 
tell the tale. We're not going to let you go after that psycho 
on your own, with no way of following you, and no way of 
knowing what's become of you if you don't return. We 
wouldn't know if you'd died together out there, or if he'd 
killed you and escaped. The golden sun might have made 
him powerful enough to use the teleport lapis, or take 
control of you, or - | don't even want to think about it. | 
Swear - " 


"But we don't know anything for sure!" Ivan protested. "He 
might not deserve the benefit of the doubt, but we can't rule 
out our doubts completely. | was scared, and | might have 
been a little paranoid. In retrospect, he was only really as 


smug as he always is. There's a chance he visited the 
Sanctum for another reason, agreed to help me out when | 
asked, and refused to leave when | changed my mind 
because he thought | was being ridiculous. | mean, that's 
what he said to me. | probably could have handled things 
better..." 


"Nobody could have shown more courage and foresight than 
you. Don't tell yourself you should have done better. You 
saved my life, remember?" Isaac came over to sit next to 
him, and wrapped an arm round his shoulders. "Please don't 
give me reason to worry about you. | know you have a soft 
spot for him - " 


"| don't! | mean, | don't want to..." 


"It's okay. You're not to blame for how you feel. I'm only 
worried that you'll feel pressured to give him the benefit of 
the doubt and go easy on him when he doesn't deserve it at 
all. He's not going to show you the same consideration." 


"Isaac... I'm sorry..." 


"Promise me you won't go after him alone. If you're 
determined to look for him, and there's nothing | can do to 
talk you out of it, you'd better promise you'll let me know so 
that | can come with you. After everything you've done for 
my sake, | wouldn't be able to live with myself if something 
happened to you. Not if | could have been there to prevent 
it." 


"I... Isaac..." 


"Promise you'll tell me. Don't you trust me to watch your 
back?" 


"Of - of course. | promise." 


"Good." Isaac ruffled his hair, and gave him another smile. 


"We should leave for Kalay in the morning," Felix suggested. 
"People will want to know what happened. We may have 
outstayed our welcome." 


"Let's start packing. I'm not going to be able to get back to 
sleep. Who wants an early breakfast?" Jenna asked. 


"Sounds good," Sheba agreed. 


"Do me a favour and stay by my side today, Ivan. I've got to 
admit, I'm still worried about you." 


"Okay, Isaac." 


Ivan sleepwalked through the preparations, letting Isaac 
lead him wherever he needed to go. When Sheba pressed 
breakfast into his hands, he ate without tasting it. Hadn't he 
been hungry earlier? Garet handed him his bags, and 
somehow they were all ready to go. Was it light out already? 


"Next stop, Kalay." Sheba activated the teleport lapis while 
the group held hands. 


Ivan stared at the outskirts of his hometown. He couldn't 
drag Isaac anywhere else. He followed the others through 
familiar streets, wishing he could silence the voice that kept 
asking him what he was doing here. 


“Home sweet home, huh?" Jenna was suddenly in his face. 
"What?" Ivan blinked. 


"Do you mind if | keep this for now?" Sheba asked, holding 
up the lapis. "I'm going to be leaving with Piers and Felix, 
and I'd like to be able to keep in touch. | know you'll want to 


visit Hama sooner or later. Why don't | drop by in a few 
weeks to give it back? You won't need it in the meantime, 
will you? | mean, you're not going anywhere, are you?" 


Isaac was still holding his hand. 

"No, I'm not... you can..." 

"Thanks!" Sheba hugged him, and flew off after the others. 
"Let's get these bags inside," Isaac suggested. 


Hammet and Layana were happy to see them. They'd been 
expecting them to move soon, though perhaps not at such 
short notice. Ivan helped Isaac unpack in one of the guest 
rooms. It was going to be his for a while. For as long as he 
wanted, in fact. Ivan had expected to feel happier about 
bringing Isaac home. 


When Ivan was unpacking his own possessions, he found 
one of Sheba's scarves in his bag. After wondering how it 
had gotten mixed up with his clothes, he went to look for her 
and give it back. 


Jenna told him that Sheba and the others had already left for 
Lemuria. 


"They'll be back for a visit soon enough. I'll keep hold of this 
for now," Jenna offered, taking the scarf and putting it away 
on a Shelf. "You're lucky it wasn't underwear, you know. We'd 
never have let you live that down." 


Ivan tried to smile, and left to find Isaac again. 


He should have told Mia. Who were they to treat her like 
some kind of fragile flower, and lie by omission about the 
fate of her family? As the current head of the Mercury Clan, 


she had every right to decide what to do with her cousin. 
She would want to talk to him, surely, if only to give him a 
piece of her mind. It was too late to teleport to Imil. Should 
he make the journey on foot, or would he get there faster if 
he waited for Sheba to bring back the lapis? If she'd 
forgotten something, she might be back this evening, or 
tomorrow morning. That wasn't too much to hope for, was it? 
Surely he would see her again soon. 


"There you are. We're going to the shops. Layana asked - " 
Isaac took hold of his arm, and let go when he winced. 


"It's okay. It feels like a bruise, | think. Would you cast Cure?" 
Ivan asked, rolling up his sleeve. 


The bruise went right round his arm. Alex must have 
grabbed him before he left. He hadn't even felt it. 


"No..." Ivan tried to stop Isaac, but his Psynergy was already 
taking effect. 


"What? What's wrong?" 


"Oh... nothing." Ivan stared at his arm, finding it strangely 
hard to believe that any sign of the struggle could vanish so 
completely. Alex hadn't been able to make any kind of 
indelible mark on this world. How long would it take to 
forget him? 


Ivan found himself crying again. Isaac was quick to hug him. 
"Shh, it's alright. It's over now." 
He let Isaac enfold him in warmth. If only he understood... 


"| - | know. It's over. I'm sorry..." 


They bought milk and eggs. They sat down to lunch. They 
watched the sunset with the others. lvan wondered whether 
Alex had survived long enough to watch the same sky 
tonight. 


He should have found the courage to go back before it came 
to this, somewhere along the line. He should have figured 
out what was happening while Alex was right there, while he 
had the chance. 


What am I doing here? I should have asked Hama for advice. 
| could have gone anywhere. Gods, I'm such an idiot. | 
couldn't even think straight. This isn't fair on anyone. It's all 
on my shoulders, and I'm still telling myself that there's 
nothing | can do. Why am I such a coward? Isaac has always 
deserved better. | can't ask my friends to put their lives at 
risk; they never asked to be placed in that kind of situation. 
It was my decision. Alex must think | wanted him dead all 
along. He might as well be right. | can't even tell him that 
I'm sorry. Why do I mess up everything? I can't do anything 
on my own. Maybe it would have been better if Alex had 
seen through my idea and taken away the lapis, and taken 
me at my word, so long as he left Isaac alone. He probably 
thinks I'm spitting on his grave. I'll go back for him 
eventually, if only for the body. Mia deserves to know. Why 
am I such a fool? I'm not good enough for anyone... 


Ivan smoothed out his tunic as he looked himself over in the 
mirror, wondering whether his date would like what she saw. 
Layana had picked the outfit for him. Green silk and gold 
embroidery complemented his eyes, apparently. He wished 
Isaac was still around the house to give him another smile 
and tell him he was looking good. Not for the first time, Ivan 
considered dropping everything and heading north to see 


him, but he quickly dismissed the thought. Nothing good 
would come of it. 


On his way out, he ran into Hammet, and thanked him again 
for giving him the afternoon off. Hammet waved him away, 
and told him to enjoy himself. The streets were busy and 
bright, scented with summer herbs and wares. Ivan paused 
in front of a flower stall, wondering whether he should buy 
his date a gift. He shouldn't keep a lady waiting, but he was 
making good time. 


Ivan stroked the petals of an anemone, smiling as he 
remembered the ones Mia used to grow. She'd appreciated 
the delicate white flowers, but she only ever grew plants 
that served a practical purpose. She used to boil up their 
roots and leaves to make nerve tonics. Alex had given her 
the first batch as a gift, transplanted from the nearby woods. 
They hadn't thrived, despite her efforts to nurture them. 
Alex had ended up scolding her for letting them all die. 
She'd been so furious, she'd gone to his house and pulled up 
the ones he'd planted for himself. Her father had made them 
replant both gardens together, and she'd learned enough to 
look after the next batch. She'd only gotten mad in the first 
place because she'd been trying her best all along, and she 
couldn't bear to be told otherwise. 


Last time Ivan had visited Imil, the anemones had been 
notably absent. Their symbolic meanings of refusal and 
abandonment must have made them an unpleasant sight. 
With the water of Hermes keeping illness in check, Mia could 
afford to be less pragmatic these days. 


Ivan's gaze strayed to a bouquet of purple and white 
hyacinths - symbols of sorrow, asking for forgiveness, and 
praying for someone special. He sighed and continued 
looking for something appropriate for a first date. 


Eventually, he settled on a small bouquet of white violets 
interspersed with sprigs of bright yellow forsythia - for 
anticipation, and taking a chance on happiness. A merchant 
tailor might not have the same knowledge of flower 
symbolism as a healer, but even if the meaning passed her 
by, the colours were cheerful, and the scent was pleasant. 


Sila was waiting for him in the town square. The musicians 
were still tuning up, but they'd already drawn a crowd. 


"Am | late? I'm sorry." 
"No, I'm early. | couldn't wait. Are those for me?" 
"Of course. | hope you like them." 


When he gave her the flowers, she raised them to her face, 
taking a moment to breathe in the scent. 


"Mmm. They're lovely. Why don't we find somewhere to sit?" 


They claimed a patch of paving stones a few dozen feet 
away from the bandstand. Sila seemed distracted, and she 
wasn't paying much attention to the flowers. Ivan wondered 
whether they weren't to her taste, or whether he wasn't to 
her taste, or whether he was worrying over nothing. It would 
only take a few seconds to read her mind and find out, but 
he'd sworn to himself that he would stop using his powers 
needlessly. She wouldn't even notice, but it would be wrong 
anyway. 


"Is Lord Hammet keeping you busy these days?" Sila asked. 


"Yes, we're still trying to make up for lost ground. Lady 
Layana kept us above water during his kidnapping, but it 
damaged his reputation for reliability." 


The music started while they were talking. The band picked 
a folk song that the whole crowd would recognise. Ivan 
remembered it from his childhood, when events like this 
were all excitement he'd ever known. 


"| imagine all of this seems less interesting, now that you've 
seen the world." 


"It's nostalgic, actually." Ivan reminded himself to smile. He 
didn't mean to come across as disinterested. "We were 
always in too much of a rush to really appreciate the places 
we visited. I'm glad | don't have to fight anymore." 


"It paid off, at least. You look so different these days..." 


"Everyone says that," Ivan replied, looking away in 
embarrassment. When he looked back, he saw that she'd 
done the same. "That is to say, I'm always flattered..." 


"Do you still have any more stories to tell?" 


"I'm not sure. | might have forgotten a few things. | wish I'd 
kept a journal." 


She nodded and pulled the flowers into her lap, giving her 
hands something to do. Ivan wondered whether he'd missed 
a cue. 


"I'm always happy to tell them again," he added. "Everyone 
deserves to know what's happening in the world." 


He launched into the story of the flooded Altin mines for the 
hundredth time. She still seemed slightly distracted. He 
couldn't help but worry that he'd said or done something 
wrong. Reading her mind to check, and using the knowledge 
to quickly fix any mistakes, surely wouldn't be enough to 
destroy their chances of getting to know each other properly. 


He still wouldn't go back to using mind reading as a 
constant crutch. 


Ivan managed to keep talking while using his Psynergy. She 
couldn't sense it. She liked the flowers well enough, and she 
was tense because she'd argued with her mother this 
morning. It had nothing to do with him. She was hoping the 
date would lift her spirits. The idea of dating a hero was 
exciting, though she wasn't yet sure how she felt about him. 
She was proud of what he'd accomplished for Kalay, but he 
wasn't exactly sweeping her off her feet. 


He stopped reading her mind, and tried to focus on the end 
of the story. He should have known better. 


"So the statues are gone now? | wish | could have seen 
them." Sila sounded sincere. She'd always wanted to travel. 
The family business had seen better days, and her father 
had pushed her to make the most of this chance to snare 
someone successful. She loved blue silk and Xian style 
dumplings. He could probably win her over by inviting her 
on the next journey along Silk Road and letting her drop 
hints. Could he keep a straight face when she trusted him 
enough to share those thoughts for the first time? 


"There are plenty of statues left intact in the other ruins we 
visited," Ivan replied. He needed time to process what he'd 
seen, but she wasn't aware that anything had happened. "I - 
actually, I'm sorry, | forgot that Lady Layana asked me to run 
a few errands earlier. | need to get them done before the 
shops shut. Why don't we meet up again another time?" 


"Oh, okay. Will you stop by later to arrange it?" 
“Tomorrow might be better. I'm sorry, | have to run." 


"Take care." 


Ivan set off towards the palace. Did he like her enough to try 
again? This wasn't the first date he'd messed up in the 
months since his return to Kalay. All too many times, he'd 
found out exactly how to make people smile, and then found 
himself asking whether they would still like him if he hadn't 
found out how to pull their strings. Whenever he'd tried to 
be spontaneous, and hadn't received the same reaction, 
he'd been too insecure not to check what they really 
thought of him. Whenever they had doubts about him, or 
noticed his flaws, he'd been hurt even though he didn't see 
them as perfect either. He should have known better than to 
spy on them from the start, but it was hard to break the 
habit of a lifetime. He was a hypocrite, but that was nothing 
new... 


Maybe he should stick to dating Adepts. It was always easier 
to behave himself around people who could see him using 
Psynergy. Hammet had lined up another trip to Vault in a few 
weeks' time, and there were still a lot of Valean Adepts 
around. Besides, the furthest he'd gotten had been with a 
Valean who'd reminded him of Isaac. They'd fooled around a 
bit, but they'd been interrupted before they'd gotten as far 
as they'd have liked, and things had gotten awkward before 
they'd had another chance. He'd started noticing the many 
ways in which he wasn't much like Isaac after all. 


Ivan wondered what Isaac was doing right now. Probably 
Jenna. They had left to take another look at Mt Aleph a 
couple of months after moving to Kalay. Everyone had been 
surprised when they'd asked Garet to go with them. Garet 
had refused at first, saying that they were entitled to some 
time alone now that they'd been reunited. Jenna had told 
him that she'd missed him too, and that Isaac agreed, and 
that he should stop being silly and start packing. He hadn't 
needed any further convincing. Ivan wondered whether the 


three of them had managed to keep something a secret from 
him. It was possible. There was a first time for everything. 


Ivan would have visited them by now, if he and Isaac hadn't 
argued so much beforehand. Then again, if they hadn't 
argued so much, Isaac might not have left. 


He stopped by the flower stall again, and took another look 
at the purple hyacinths. It was ridiculous to even think 
about buying them. You had to take the trouble to look for a 
missing person before you rightfully had any business 
leaving flowers on their grave. 


Ivan had visited Vault a week after their hasty departure. 
Everyone had interpreted the night of the feast as a case of 
accidental food poisoning. Some people had woken up on 
their own once things had gotten noisy. They'd been 
lethargic and headachey until the healers had reached 
them. Nobody had experienced any lasting ill effects. 


After asking for directions and walking a meandering route 
for almost three hours, he'd found the farm at which Alex 
had stayed for almost a week. It wasn't the closest to Vault, 
but it was the only one where someone had been ill recently. 
Alex might have sought a household that would have every 
reason to put up with him. The healing must have meant 
more than the rent. 


The old couple had introduced Ivan to their granddaughter, 
Leah, and to her pet border collie, Torben, who'd taken to 
following at her heels now that she was out of bed. They'd 
been wondering what had happened to their guest. Ivan had 
claimed to be seeking the answer to that very question. 


For the first few days, Alex had slept almost as much as 
Leah, but he'd nevertheless given them no reason to 
criticise his work. Whenever the girl's illness had caused her 


difficulty, Torben had started barking from his spot at the 
foot of her bed, and Alex had soon appeared at her side. Her 
grandparents had been happy to give the exhausted healer 
the adjacent room. 


Towards the end of his visit, Alex had started going out for 
walks, though he'd stayed close to the farm until Leah had 
recovered. On the last day, he'd given them news from 
Vault, and offered to leave them with medicine in case 
anyone else fell ill. They'd told him that would be wonderful, 
and he'd gone out again to buy the required supplies. If he 
was capable of covering the distance three times in one 
night, then Ivan couldn't be sure how often he'd visited 
Vault, but he could only have been watching them for a few 
days at most. 


When Ivan had gone to Isaac with the news that Alex had 
visited the Sanctum for a good reason, Isaac had pointed out 
that he could easily have set it up as an excuse. Alex wasn't 
known for showing excessive consideration to people he no 
longer had business with. In fact, he'd boasted of quite the 
opposite. In the end, Isaac had announced that if Alex 
wasn't needed to treat Leah, then there was no reason to 
bring him back. Ivan had been shocked into shouting at him 
- "| can't believe you'd say that!" - and Isaac had gotten 
Snappish - "You know that's not the only reason." 


Ivan had been too hopelessly sick of the argument to stand 
his ground, so he'd apologised and told Isaac that he was 
right after all. Isaac hadn't seemed convinced that his 
apology marked any real agreement, but he'd gone along 
with it and let the matter drop. Sheba hadn't yet returned 
with the teleport lapis, so it had been a moot point anyway. 


The more Ivan thought about Isaac's reasons for keeping 
him away from Tundaria, the more he wished he'd stood by 


his convictions. Isaac had been wrong to claim that Alex 
would never go easy on him or show him the slightest 
consideration. After all, Ivan had struck first. Alex had shut 
down the fight and continued talking to him. Earlier that 
night, he'd taken a sip of an unwanted drink to spare his 
feelings. Ivan had been scared enough to attack, but in 
retrospect he couldn't figure out quite what had gotten 
under his skin in the first place. Alex had been watching 
Isaac intently, but wasn't that to be expected after he'd 
been asked to treat him? Of course he would study his 
patient while he walked over. If Alex had played along and 
taken a look at someone else first, Ivan wouldn't have been 
so intimidated. Still, he knew what it was like to think people 
were being foolish, and to feel more inclined to simply 
demonstrate that they were wrong than to waste time and 
energy humouring them. 


Sheba had finally visited a few weeks after Isaac had left. 
Ivan had told her that he was keen to see Hama again. 
Sheba had given him back the lapis, and promised to fly in 
for another visit before too long. 


Ivan had wanted to believe that once there was nothing 
stopping him, he'd have tried to fix his mistakes, but as soon 
as he'd held the lapis in his hand, his friends’ warnings had 
felt more ominous. Even if Alex hadn't originally meant him 
any harm, he couldn't expect to meet him and walk away 
unscathed after abandoning him in Tundaria for months on 
end. If Alex really did harbour ill intentions towards Isaac, 
then he wasn't going to fall for the same trick twice, or play 
fair, or lose in a fair fight even if they managed to confront 
him. If anything happened to Isaac because he'd misjudged 
the risk, even after he'd warned him that his judgement was 
compromised, Ivan knew he would be left with no greater 
desire - and probably no other option - than to follow his 
first love into the grave. 


And that was assuming Alex was still alive. If he'd died out 
there, Ivan knew he ought to retrieve the body, but then 
there would be no denying the consequences of his actions. 
So long as he didn't have to lay eyes on a corpse, he could 
keep believing that Alex might have found shelter, or even 
escaped on his own. Of course, the idea of Alex escaping 
shifted from a reassurance into a fear every time he pictured 
him targeting his friends... 


Ivan had never wanted to fear Alex. He felt he knew him too 
well for that, even if he hadn't spent much time with him in 
person. If his friends hadn't psyched him out, he wouldn't 
have landed himself in this situation, accusing himself of 
criminal cowardice even while he tried to move on with his 
life. He still couldn't blame them, or deny that they'd been 
honest with him. Sheba had asked permission to take the 
lapis, and she'd said she was leaving. He'd been the one 
making assumptions by imagining he would have a chance 
to talk to her beforehand. 


Half a year on, if he went to Tundaria today, he doubted he'd 
find anything. The snow would have long since buried 
anything the monsters hadn't eaten. He could summon up 
all the courage he'd never had, and he would still find no 
answers, no closure, and no consolation. 


The last time he'd visited Mia, he'd wanted to pass on what 
Alex had told the rest of them about the golden sun, to help 
her make sense of her cousin's defection. He'd been able to 
tell from the phrases that made her flinch and the places her 
eyes avoided that she'd still been struggling to process it. In 
the end, he'd stuck by Isaac's decision, and told her nothing 
of that night. If he'd tried to help her find peace of mind, one 
question would have led to another, and he'd have had to 
admit that he'd left her clanmate for dead without giving her 


any say in the matter. He honestly didn't know what she 
would do with that information. 


Ivan dragged himself away from the flower stall and headed 
for the Inn. He didn't want to go home and explain to 
everyone why he'd returned early. Besides, he needed 
something to take his mind off the mess he was making of 
his life. 


There were a lot of tourists in Kalay right now, and the 
ground floor of the Inn was busy with people sitting down to 
food that could count as either a late lunch or an early 
dinner. Ivan bought himself a savoury pastry and grabbed a 
tray. 


A young couple were eating at one of the tables by the far 
wall. The man was well built, maybe a soldier or a guard, and 
the woman had sleek black hair that fell a few inches short 
of her broad hips. 


"Is this seat free?" Ivan asked, resting his tray on the edge of 
their table. 


"Oh, | guess so," the woman answered, looking around as if 
to confirm that the room was still crowded. 


"Thanks, you're awesome." Ivan gave them a bright smile, 
placing his food on the table and resting the tray on his lap. 
"How are you enjoying Kalay? Are you here on your 
honeymoon?" 


The couple exchanged smiles, and the woman brushed her 
fingers over her partner's arm before replying. Ivan wolfed 
down his pastry. 


"Actually, we're hoping to reach Tolbi in time for our 
anniversary." 


"Oh, congratulations!" Ivan started reading their minds as 
he continued that line of questioning. He was never going to 
see them again, so it wouldn't cause problems. "I hope the 
past year has given you plenty to celebrate. Are you hoping 
to start a family soon?" 


"That's the plan," the man replied, squeezing his wife's 
hand. They were both thinking about the time they'd spent 
trying, growing ever more familiar with each other's bodies 
in a cottage scented with wildflowers and mead. 


"| guess you'll have another chance tonight," Ivan ventured, 
giving him a wink. 


The man coughed, and they both blushed slightly. Oh, yes, 
they definitely had plans. 


"Well, we're hoping to see the sights first," the man replied. 
His wife kicked him under the table. He turned to meet her 
gaze, and after a long moment, they both started laughing. 


"Have fun! I'd better leave you to it." 


Ivan slunk towards the stairs, keeping the empty tray flat 
against his hips. 


After trying a few doors downstairs, he found an empty room 
and slipped inside. He could grab a few minutes alone 
without anyone noticing. 


He leaned against the door and closed his eyes as he 
loosened his belt. They were beautiful in each other's eyes, 
absolutely beautiful. As he stroked himself, he let his mind 
dwell on the feel of his firm hands on her hips, the hard 
warmth of his dick sliding inside her, and the slick friction of 
her body against his skin. Biting his lip to keep quiet, he left 
his own life behind, and lost himself in their happiness. 


It was over too soon. He rubbed his hand clean on the inside 
of his clothing, and gave himself a minute to cool down. 
He'd been catching glimpses of people's love lives since he 
was too young to be anything but disturbed. These days, it 
felt like the closest he ever came to real intimacy. Being a 
virgin would be far easier if he didn't know exactly what he 
was missing out on. 


He made it home without having to speak to anyone, much 
to his relief. He wanted to wash before doing anything else. 


In the courtyard outside the bathhouse, he let the djinn out 
for a break. Some of the djinn who'd joined him on his quest 
had left once it was well and truly over. He'd assigned a few 
of the others to Hammet and Layana, with instructions to 
guard his employers and fetch him if anything untoward 
happened to them. Zephyr, Luff and Gale still went 
everywhere with him, but they would complain if he asked 
them to stay set all day. 


Gale perched on his shoulder and nuzzled his ear before 
flying off after the others. They'd quickly taken a liking to 
the palace gardens. Ivan spent a few minutes watching them 
stretch their wings, then went inside to freshen up. 


The palace complex drew fresh water from the aqueducts, 
and heated it via log fires in the boiler room. Ivan stepped 
down into the tiled bath and checked that the drain was 
covered, then hopped out and started piping in hot water. 
He left his clothes on the shelf, and added a dash of one of 
the cheapest bath oils. 


While he was waiting, his mind returned to a suggestion that 
his employers had made a few weeks ago. If he wanted help 
settling down, they would be willing to arrange a few 
chaperoned dates with someone from a family of similar 


station. If all parties agreed that they were a good match, 
then they would arrange a betrothal. 


Layana had asked him to check with Hama before making 
up his mind. They didn't wish to interfere if his sister had 
already made plans for his future. 


An arranged marriage might provide him and a partner of 
similar intentions with a push in the right direction. Once 
they'd committed themselves to making the relationship 
work, they would have to put in the effort to move past their 
doubts and insecurities. He felt that he wanted a stable 
home and a family at some point in his life, but he wasn't 
sure he was anywhere near ready for it yet. 


Even after the teleport lapis had been returned to him, he 
hadn't visited Hama. There had seemed little point once he 
realised that if she wasn't disappointed in him for the way 
he was living, then he would be disappointed in her. 


He had to get a grip on his life and take responsibility for his 
actions. Even if he won over a partner without reading their 
mind, he would feel that he was deceiving them with 
regards to his character if he couldn't tell them about his 
worst mistakes. He couldn't imagine admitting to a loving 
spouse that he had, in all likelihood, killed an innocent man 
to satisfy other people's fears, and that he'd made no effort 
to find out or face the consequences. 


He could imagine admitting that he had made a mistake 
when he was younger, and that he'd gone back and 
searched for days, weeks, as long as it took to find out what 
had happened and notify the next of kin. 


He needed to go back to Tundaria before he could move on. 
He could accept that if worst came to worst, he might not 
return home. Once he'd washed, he would write out a set of 


letters for his friends and family to open in the event of his 
disappearance. He'd written such letters before, only to tear 
them up when daily life interfered and he decided he'd been 
foolish to even think about taking the risk. Not this time. He 
would dig out his furs, gather the djinn, and leave once he 
was equipped to deal with the cold. 


He shut off the pipes and sank into the hot water. It felt good 
to have a plan. He felt more clear headed than he had in 
months. He would be breaking his promise to Isaac, but 
honestly, he didn't have the grounds to hold him to it. Isaac 
had left him behind. He'd turned down the chance to play an 
important part in his life from here on out. Nobody could 
claim that he still had to answer to him. 


Ivan caught a glimpse of bright light at the edge of his 
vision. When he turned round, his clothes were gone from 
the shelf. He stared for a moment, wondering whether he 
was imagining things. 


The water was rapidly turning cold. Ivan scrambled out, and 
spun round in time to see the surface freeze over. 


Oh, no. This was amazing, he had to be dreaming, but at the 
same time this was a very, very bad situation. 


He ran to the door, feeling the tiles freeze beneath his feet. 
The doorway was encased in an inch-thick layer of ice. He 
held out his hands and struck it with a flurry of lightning 
bolts, but wherever he melted the ice, it froze over again in 
a matter of seconds. 


"So, this is the teleport lapis..." 


Ivan turned to see Alex hovering in the air near the far wall, 
holding the tiny gem in his hand. Yes, that was the teleport 
lapis. 


Alex was wearing a loose pair of white cotton trousers, and 
precious little else. His hair was tied back with a strip of 
white fabric, though a few strands still framed his face. He'd 
applied blue enamel to his nails. A tropical scent with more 
strength than the bath oil reached Ivan as he stood and 
stared. Alex seemed to be dressed for the height of summer, 
though his breath froze in the air, and the wall behind him 
glittered with frost. 


Before Ivan could gather his wits, Alex disappeared, and the 
temperature plummeted again. Ivan turned back to the door 
and hammered on it, hoping that he could call him back, or 
that someone else would hear. 


"Alex! | - I've been wanting to s-speak to you! To tell you I'm 
s-sorry, |... I'm Sorry..." 


The cold bit into his skin, and he fell into a protective 
crouch. It kept getting colder, and rubbing at his arms didn't 
stop them hurting. Though his teeth were chattering, he 
kept trying to make himself heard. 


"Gale! Zeph-phyr! |, ah, Al-lex, pleease, w-wanted to... say s- 
sorr... ry..." 


His vision was narrowing. His limbs still hurt, but he couldn't 
feel his extremities. Alex must have heard, so maybe there 
was nothing else he needed to do. If he'd inflicted this on 
him without good reason, then he couldn't claim that he 
didn't deserve it in turn. Why was it still getting colder? He 
let his head slip to the floor, and watched the frost spread 
across his eyelashes. There was nothing else he needed to 
do... 


Ivan closed his eyes, then felt someone stroke his face. 
Warmth flowed into him from the point of contact. Within 
seconds, every inch of his body felt as if it was glowing with 


heat. He looked up to see Alex kneeling beside him, keeping 
his fingers pressed against his cheek. 


"There, now," Alex murmured, his voice soft enough to 
somehow remind him of Mia. "I trust we will not see a repeat 
of last time." 


Ivan nodded gently, careful not to dislodge his fingers. If he 
could teleport without the lapis, he would definitely have 
done so by now. He wasn't sure what to make of the fact that 
Alex felt the need to go this far before he considered it safe 
to speak to him. 


"Why do you feel the need to apologise?" Alex asked, an 
edge of steel creeping into his tone. "Did you honestly 
believe you could do anything to hurt me? Did you think you 
could defeat me? Did you think you could so much as 
inconvenience me?" 


He practically hissed the final question. Ivan held back an 
inappropriate reply. /f / didn't even inconvenience you, then 
why are you angry? 


"If it was like this for you, | - | shouldn't have - " 


Alex warped away, and Ivan gasped as the sub-freezing 
temperatures cut through him again. When Alex 
materialised a few feet away, Ivan crawled over, stammering 
out more apologies, and grabbed his ankle before his limbs 
froze up again. Warmth returned with the contact. He took in 
a few deep, unconstricted breaths, weak-kneed now that 
he'd stopped shivering. 


"| chose to view it as a crash course in temperature control," 
Alex informed him. 


"I think I'm failing the course," Ivan replied, still light- 
headed. 


Alex stepped back, and Ivan lunged forward to cling to his 
leg. 


"| will make you regret entertaining the thought of 
discarding me," Alex promised. Ivan had never heard him 
sound so harsh before. 


| regret it. Mission accomplished. 


"| know | made a mistake," Ivan admitted, "and | can't 
expect to walk away from it without consequence simply by 
offering a few words of apology. | jumped to conclusions, and 
| should have gone back, but | kept getting scared of - of 
what you would do, but you were on my mind every day, 
and | know it's insulting to say that without doing anything 
for you, even though it's true. I'm such a coward, | - | 
deserve this, but it was my mistake alone, and if | can ask 
anything... Please, if you kill me, don't let the others find 
out. They wouldn't understand, they'd try to fight you for my 
sake, but | don't want that. | don't want any of you to get 
hurt." 


Ivan knelt and hugged Alex's leg in silence, waiting for a 
response. Eventually, Alex sighed and reached down to 
stroke his hair. 


"What would | accomplish by killing you? Once you 
understand your mistake, you will truly regret acting against 
me. | will accept nothing less." 


"Oh. | know... | mean, I'll try... uh..." Ivan bit his lip, trying to 
figure out what more he was supposed to understand. He 
couldn't help dwelling on how pathetic he must sound, 


making excuses and fumbling his words when Alex was 
giving him plenty of time to talk. 


When Alex's hand slid down to rub the back of his neck, Ivan 
leaned into his touch. Maybe he should stop thinking so 
hard, lest he raise his hopes fruitlessly, or scare himself 
needlessly. 


"You are easily tamed," Alex observed. "Why did you fear my 
assistance that night?" 


"You were staring at Isaac. | mean, it wasn't just that. You 
wouldn't help anyone else first, even though there was no 
reason - " 


"You seemed acutely afraid for him, and you did not sound 
half as worried about the others. He might have been in 
immediate danger. | am far more able than any healer from 
outside the Clan." 


"Oh. | guessed it might have been something like that, 
afterwards. | - | couldn't bear the thought of anything 
happening to him, if | was wrong, so | didn't dare - | know 
I'm a coward and | should have known better, but I love him 
too, and l... oh..." 


Ivan held his breath, realising what he'd just said. Alex tilted 
his chin up, and spent a while studying his gaze. Ivan 
couldn't even try to look away. 


"You love me? And Isaac, too?" There was an edge to Alex's 
tone that could have been either surprise or sarcasm. 


"Y-Yes." Ivan's voice cracked as he replied. Even if he 
couldn't find the breath to expand on this answer, he owed 
Alex the truth. Staring into his eyes, he tried to savour the 
moment, the clarity of honesty and the taste of frigid air. 


This might be the last time he would ever catch Alex off 
guard. 


"You are good with excuses," Alex finally conceded, a hint of 
huskiness in his voice suggesting he wasn't truly brushing 
off his words. "Why don't you put that mouth to better use?" 


Ivan noticed Alex blushing very faintly as he added that last 
part. He wondered whether he'd ever had reason to use that 
kind of line before. When he nodded and started to climb to 
his feet, Alex stopped him with a hand on his shoulder. 


"If you intend to apologise, you might as well remain on your 
knees. Your apologies are already excessive, but they are 
permissible. Do speak up if you have any better ideas." 


"Whatever you want," Ivan replied. He'd wanted this for a 
long time. He still couldn't help but wonder whether he was 
dreaming, after spending these past months trying to resign 
himself to the fact that he'd well and truly blown his 
chances. Pressing his face against Alex's leg, he summoned 
the nerve to add, "but | want to kiss you later..." 


"Of course you do." 


Well, it wasn't a refusal. Ivan grinned and slid the low-slung 
fabric down past his hips, feeling less embarrassed about his 
own state of undress as he followed the treasure trail of blue 
hair to the beautiful length at its end with his fingertips. He 
dotted it with kisses, taking in the view for a while longer, 
then closed his mouth around it, squeezing his thighs for 
Support. It was slightly more than he could take in his 
mouth, but not enough to deep throat, which was good, 
because he'd never tried to suppress his gag reflex, and he 
remembered from other people's experiences that it wasn't 
always something you could do without practice. 


He let his hands roam as he fell into a rhythm, and flicked 
his tongue, remembering to try to keep it from getting too 
repetitive. He might have been slowing down, so he made 
an effort to speed up, until Alex pulled him back by his hair. 


Ivan looked up, wondering whether he'd been any good. He 
might have been too preoccupied with exploring at his own 
pace, but he was sure he could please him better if he tried 
again. He knew how it was supposed to go. 


Alex pulled him to his feet and set off towards the shelves, 
keeping hold of his arm. Ivan trailed along happily, 
stumbling whenever he forgot to keep up. 


Without a word of warning, Alex let go of his arm to open 
one of the bottles of bath oil. Ivan yelped as the cold stung 
him again, and flung his arms around Alex's waist to escape 
it. Alex laughed and stroked his hair, then went back to 
sniffing the various bottles of oil. He picked out one of the 
milder ones, left his own clothing on the shelf, and led him 
over to the bath. 


The ice melted as they approached, and the water was hot 
again by the time they stepped in. Alex sat down and leaned 
back, resting his arms along the edge. Ivan wound up 
straddling his legs, and he shifted closer to claim that kiss. 
He started by nipping at his neck, gaining encouragement 
when Alex's hands slid down to rest on his hips. Venturing 
higher, he pressed soft kisses against his lips until Alex 
tangled a hand in his hair and held him close for a deeper 
exploration. Ivan welcomed him in, letting him fill his senses 
until the need to breathe could no longer be denied. As Ivan 
sat back and caught his breath, Alex reached for the oil and 
gestured for him to rise. 


Ivan stood up, feeling the water splash around his thighs. 
Alex coated both hands with oil, and started stroking him 
while reaching round and trailing a finger down the crease of 
his ass. lvan shivered and grabbed hold of Alex's shoulders, 
his mind racing with the knowledge that this was finally 
happening for real, in his own life. Someone actually wanted 
to do this with him. He almost wanted to cry, and he told 
himself that was stupid, he wasn't a virgin, until he 
remembered that, actually, he was. 


Alex returned his hands to Ivan's hips, a reassuring warmth. 
Once he'd made eye contact, he questioned him in an oddly 
clinical tone. "Are you more comfortable with oral sex?" 


Ivan's breath faltered as he realised his nerves must have 
shown. Would he rather carry on with the blowjob? He was 
more excited about this, which was maybe part of the reason 
it was more overwhelming. 


"No, | want this too. | mean, | haven't gone this far before, 
but | know what I'm doing, don't worry. Let's carry on in a 
minute." Ivan bit his lip, wondering whether that had 
sounded confused. He didn't think he was confused. 


Alex ran a finger along his lip, then returned his hands to his 
sides, rubbing one thumb over his hipbone. Ivan squeezed 
his shoulders, appreciating his patience, but it soon started 
to feel like teasing. He lifted Alex's hand and shifted it round 
to cup his ass. Alex gave him a quick squeeze, then poured 
more oil into his palm and let it drip down from the small of 
his back. Ivan squirmed for more contact, and Alex started 
rubbing in the oil, before slipping one slick finger inside him. 
Ivan moaned and leaned further forwards. 


Alex resumed stroking him as he added a second finger, and 
it wasn't hard to relax, but staying on his feet soon turned 


into a challenge. Sensing the problem, Alex pulled him back 
into his lap. lvan dipped his hands underwater to feel how 
Alex was doing as he continued stretching him out, and it 
must have tried his patience, because it wasn't long before 
his fingers withdrew. Moving quickly, Ivan shifted forward 
and guided his dick into his body while he still felt ready. He 
sank down with gravity, then buried his face in Alex's neck 
to muffle a pained groan as he realised he'd taken it too fast. 


Ivan heard Alex laugh, and felt him cast Ply. Healing light 
washed through him, lifting the pain, though he figured he 
could have managed anyway, with a minute to breathe. He 
started rocking his hips, exercising caution until he found an 
angle that really hit the spot. Letting happy sounds flow 
from his throat, he fished around for Alex's hands and lifted 
them out of the water to cover them in kisses while he 
showed him what he was really capable of doing to please 
him. 


When he realised he was getting close to his limit, Ivan 
slowed down and tried to find a different rhythm. If this was 
make up sex, then Alex should come first. He ought to be 
able to last longer than a few minutes, but damn, he'd never 
imagined that with this weight off his chest he would feel so 
good, so suddenly. Maybe it didn't compare to other people's 
experiences, but he'd wanted him back in his life for so long, 
and to be handed all of this... 


Alex shifted onto his knees, and Ivan grabbed hold of him for 
balance until he'd settled. He played along when Alex 
grasped his shoulders and tilted him back until he was 
entirely submerged in the water. Watching the light play 
across the surface, he wrapped his legs around him, but he 
couldn't find any leverage while he was held down. He was 
starting to have difficulty holding his breath when he was 
pulled back up. 


Ivan swept his hair out of his eyes and laughed, more out of 
surprise than anything else. Alex must have taken that as a 
good sign, because he pushed him down again. Ivan took a 
deep breath before the water closed over his head, 
reminding himself that he'd already decided to put Alex's 
pleasure first. 


When Alex shifted an arm to support him and started 
rocking into him, it stopped feeling frustrating and started 
feeling good again. Ivan let his arms drift as he felt the 
pressure on all sides feed into the slow-burning pleasure. He 
tensed up when his lungs started insisting on a chance to 
breathe. Alex lifted him up, and he gulped down some air 
before he was held down again. 


He was getting seriously lightheaded, but that fact only 
seemed to invite the heat they were generating to creep up 
his body and steal further into his mind. He'd never read 
many thoughts about this sort of thing. As he felt the water 
flowing freely against his skin, he wondered whether Alex 
was going to show him a sight he'd never seen before. 


When he ran out of air, he grasped Alex's arm, but this time 
he only continued stepping up his pace and tightening his 
grip. Ivan kicked his back, though he was too far gone to do 
so with much coordination. He gasped out air when it 
became too much, and watched the shimmering bubbles 
streak away as his body gave itself over to the limitless heat 
of their connection. 


A distant sense of movement gave him a few seconds of 
warning before he was able to wrap his arms around Alex 
again. He couldn't hold onto him as tightly as he'd have 
liked while his arms were shaking and his throat was 
gasping, but he supposed he had to let his body get on with 
it. When he regained further command of his senses, he 


noticed Alex catching his breath and hugging his waist. He 
imagined their skin would never stop glowing, and surely it 
would only take a few seconds before they were both hard 
again, and he would grow gills if it would let Alex claim him 
without restraint, if this was what he enjoyed. 


Eventually, Alex shifted him back to create a few inches of 
distance. The deep smile on his face matched the husky 
warmth that had crept into his voice. "What would you say if 
| told you | mean to use you this way all night and drown you 
at first light?" 


Ivan tensed up, though he told himself that it was just dirty 
talk. The thought of spending the whole night together 
made his heart race, but he definitely hoped that the last 
part had been a joke. He kept his gaze downcast as he 
offered the kind of reply he was sure Alex wanted to hear. 


"I'd rather do all | can to please you tomorrow as well. I'm 
sure there is more | can do to make it up to you." 


Alex laughed and ran a warm hand through his hair. "How 
could Isaac have let you slip through his fingers?" 


Ivan bit his lip, still wishing Alex would confirm that he'd 
been joking. All things considered, he really didn't want to 
talk about Isaac. 


Ivan almost jumped out of his skin when someone started 
knocking on the bathhouse door. 


"Ivan! Are you in there?" Master Hammet sounded 
impatient. 


Ivan met Alex's gaze, wondering what he was supposed to 
do. Alex raised an eyebrow, and Ivan supposed he'd better 
deal with the situation. 


"Um, yes. What is it?" 
“Hurry up!" 


Hammet's footsteps faded away. He didn't seem to have 
noticed anything odd from outside. 


"| guess we can't stay here much longer without 
interruption." Ivan hoped this wasn't going to turn into a 
disaster. 


"What do you suggest?" Alex seemed genuinely curious. 


"Why don't we go somewhere together? Somewhere warm. 
What about the Apoji Islands? | mean, if you trust me to 
teleport us..." Ivan hesitated, but Alex nodded for him to 
continue. "I'd have to grab some clothes, and leave a note." 


"| will take care of the note while you get dressed," Alex 
offered, helping him to his feet. 


While Alex warped away, Ivan looked around and noticed 
that all of the ice and frost had disappeared. 


Alex was fully dressed when he returned, to Ivan's relief. 
Somewhere along the line, he'd acquired a plain black tunic 
and a fur-trimmed pair of boots. He handed over Ivan's 
clothing before leaving again. 


Ivan checked his outfit and his wallet. Nothing was missing 
except the lapis. 


Once he'd gotten dressed, he stepped outside and gathered 
the djinn. They landed on his arm, taking a moment to greet 
him before setting themselves in preparation for the trip. 


Alex met him in the garden, and held out the lapis for a 
second before closing his fingers round it and placing Ivan's 
hand over his own. Clearly, he still felt the need to take 
certain precautions. Ivan silently resolved to make no more 
mistakes, then whisked them away to the outermost island 
of the Eastern Sea without further hesitation. 


Ivan blinked in the blazing sunlight as the warmth of the 
Apoji Islands washed over his skin. Alex withdrew his hand 
from his grasp. Ivan threw his arms round his waist again, 
hearing the sand crunch underfoot. Looking up while his 
eyes adjusted, he wasn't sure if it was due to the sunlight 
bleaching his vision, but Alex seemed to glow as he tilted his 
head back and drew in a deep, satisfied breath. The hissing 
of the waves overlaid the beating of his heart, all of it loud in 
Ivan's ears. He clung on tightly and closed his eyes, letting 
the humid heat fill his lungs while he waited for his own 
heart to catch up. 


"Now, then." Alex's voice drew his gaze upwards. "I believe 
we need to talk." 


"Do we have to?" Ivan let out a faint laugh, feeling his knees 
go weak. Rather than fighting the feeling, he slid to his 
knees and nuzzled Alex's hips. "I know what I'd rather be 
doing..." 


After waiting a few seconds without a reply, he started 
fumbling with Alex's clothes. His companion's fingers slid 
beneath his chin, tilting his face up to meet his gaze once 
more. 


"What are you trying to avoid discussing?" Alex asked, his 
lips quirking into the faintest smile. 


"Oh... 1..." Ivan fought down the temptation to rise and kiss 
him again. He wouldn't be able to prolong this any further 
by evading the question. Instead, he did his best to smile 
and maintain eye contact. "I know this probably won't last 
much longer, but that's fine. No matter what happens next, 
I'm still grateful." 


"Grateful?" Alex's hand left his face. "For your life?" 


Ivan's vision went blurry with tears as he shook his head, 
still trying to hold his gaze. Why couldn't he understand 
already? "No, for yours." 


Alex fell still, his expression obscured as Ivan rubbed his 
eyes. He started to reach for Alex's hand, then caught 
himself and mumbled an apology while trying to dry his 
damp face and fingers on his clothes. "Oh, s-sorry. | forgot, 
you're allergic." 


Alex stared in puzzlement for a few seconds, then laughed 
and stroked his face again. "I think | can make an exception 
for this teary reunion, considering | am its instigator." 


"Thank you. It's okay, I'm okay. I'm glad you're alive, that's 
all that matters, but | never wanted you to think | was lying 
about loving you. | was only ever afraid for you, and for my 
friends, so | panicked and tried to keep you apart, but | 
didn't want to confess as a distraction, to make it seem as if | 
was lying in an effort to save myself. If you hadn't come 
back after the feast, I'd have gone to visit you the next day, 
to tell you how | felt. I've really messed this up, haven't I?" 


Ivan buried his face in his hands, choking up as he 
remembered how furious Alex had been when he'd first 
arrived. It was a miracle that Alex had put up with him for 
this long. He couldn't pin his hopes on anything more. 


"It did seem as though you might not have been entirely 
bluffing." 


Alex sounded as though he was choosing his words carefully. 
Ivan looked up and took a deep breath, feeling lightheaded 
with hope despite warning himself against it mere moments 
ago. 


"So you came back to find out?" 
"Something like that." 


Ivan nodded, wishing he could see past his guarded 
expression. "Wherever you're going next, I'd be happy to 
travel with you for as long as you like. If there's a way to 
protect the planet with Alchemy, | know you'll find it, and | 
might be able to help. | don't need to go back to Kalay, as 
long as | can send a message. | - it's not that | have nothing 
else to live for, but | don't have much else to look forward 
to." 


Biting his lip, Ivan tried to guess what Alex might be 
thinking. The sound of the waves scouring the shore filled 
the air as he waited for a response, shifting on his knees in 
the sand. How long should he wait before taking his silence 
as an answer? 


"I'm sorry, | shouldn't have asked," Ivan added, losing his 
nerve. "Of course you wouldn't want me. Not after I've 
proven myself to be such a fool, and such a coward. | 
couldn't - " 


"Do not insult my property." Alex's fingers slid over Ivan's 
lips, then moved round to stroke the back of his neck. 


Ivan froze up for a few seconds, then relaxed into his touch 
and started breathing again. "I won't. I'm sorry." 


Alex sighed and moved to sit down on the sand. Ivan almost 
tripped over himself trying to get out of his way while 
staying close, and wound up kneeling in front of him again, 
this time at eye level. 


"It is not fitting that you confessed to me accidentally and 
implicitly while informing me of your feelings for another." 


"You mean, today?" Ivan asked, taking Alex's nod as a 
confirmation that coming on to him before their detour to 
Tundaria really didn't count. When he'd explained his 
paranoia over Isaac's safety - / should have known better, 
but | love him too - Alex had dismissed it as an excuse, 
albeit a good one. "Isaac doesn't have anything to do with it. 
I'd have noticed you no matter whom | was travelling with." 


"If he proposed to you tomorrow, what would you say?" 


Ivan jumped slightly at the question, but Alex didn't sound 
jealous. From the way his eyes were sparkling, he seemed 
entirely curious. 


"Tomorrow? You mean, if he saw what I'm like with you, 
changed his mind about me, and tried to break us up? After 
refusing me and leaving me on my own - if he tried to 
interfere the moment | found happiness with someone else, 
I'd tell him we couldn't even be friends." Ivan pressed his 
arm against his stomach, feeling more upset than he'd have 
expected from a hypothetical question. Even if Isaac didn't 
interfere - no, even if he didn't want a relationship, he was 
bound to interfere, wasn't he? "Isaac knows how | feel about 
you. When he confronted me about it, he made me feel 
ashamed for liking you, treating it like an intervention. If he 
hadn't, I... l'm not sure | ever want to see him again." 


Alex pulled him close, and Ivan leaned into the embrace, 
burying his face in his neck and breathing in his scent. His 


mistakes were still his own fault. He shouldn't burden Alex 
by getting upset. 


"| don't want to think about anyone else." Ivan's voice 
sounded hoarse to his own ears. He held on tight, wishing 
his words had come out sounding more seductive. 


"Lam right here." 


For a few moments, Ivan assumed that Alex was trying to 
comfort him, though his tone seemed dischordantly cool. 
When Ivan looked up, he found he wasn't surprised by Alex's 
decidedly neutral expression. What other reasons might he 
have for pointing out that they were in each other's 
presence? 


"Even when you're not right in front of me, you'll be the only 
one on my mind," Ivan promised, in case he was looking for 
reassurance. Alex met his gaze with a raised eyebrow and a 
half smile; Ivan studied him for a moment, and decided that 
if he looked amused, he also looked pleased, and slightly 
surprised. Shifting closer, lvan draped his arms round his 
neck to drive the point home. "I want to be with someone 
who wants me. | want to be whatever you want me to be." 


Alex leaned in and licked his ear. lvan laughed and grabbed 
him in surprise, taking it as a sign that they no longer 
needed to talk. While he pulled at the fastenings of Alex's 
clothes, Ivan glanced around, checking that they still had 
the place to themselves. A lush forest separated the 
westernmost beach from the rest of the island, and he 
couldn't sense anyone else nearby. Having confirmed that 
the coast was clear, Ivan slid down and dipped his head 
beneath Alex's tunic, exercising as much caution as he could 
still entertain. 


Tasting him again, Ivan mused that his body already felt 
familiar beneath his tongue. In a flash of possessiveness, he 
felt he couldn't bear to let anyone else take his place, the 
knowledge humming beneath his skin like electricity. He 
toyed with the idea of summoning a few sparks to add to the 
experience, until he realised that a beach full of damp sand 
wasn't the safest place to release that kind of energy. 
Making up for it with enthusiasm, he was still enjoying 
himself when Alex laid a hand on his shoulder and pushed 
him back. 


Ivan looked up, wondering whether he was going to treat 
this as foreplay again. Last time, he'd asked what kind of sex 
he preferred. Since Alex seemed to be taking a moment to 
savour the sight of him, Ivan licked his lips and made a 
request. "I want to get you off this way." 


Alex released his shoulder, and Ivan gave him a few long 
licks before getting back into the rhythm. Had Alex's eyes 
widened slightly at his words? From the odd looks he 
sometimes gave him, Ivan almost got the impression that 
Alex wasn't sure what to make of him. Having come this far, 
Ivan resolved to prove that he was good news. 


Alex bit back a moan as he reached his limit, and Ivan 
thought it might be the most beautiful sound he'd ever 
heard, though if he could coax him into abandoning all self- 
consciousness next time, it could certainly be surpassed. He 
started swallowing without much difficulty, having long ago 
memorised how other people approached this. When he sat 
up to catch his breath, drawing in deep lungfuls of air, he 
had to cover his mouth to keep from drooling while he 
swallowed the rest. The first-hand experience was intense 
for all the right reasons - the immediacy of the all-around 
heat, the heavy scent, and Alex's intent gaze taking in his 
every movement. Even so, Ivan had the feeling this would 


have been more of a challenge if he hadn't already been 
getting hungry. 


As he sucked his fingers, musing over his next move, Ivan 
realised he really needed a drink. Before he could put the 
thought into words, Alex seized his wrists and tipped him 
onto his back, pinning his arms against the sand. Ivan 
decided he felt more horny than thirsty, loathe to ruin the 
moment. Alex kissed his neck while his knee slid between 
his legs, making Ivan moan at the friction. He wasn't sure 
how much longer he could last, after such a long day, but 
this was worth the sweat and sand stealing across his skin, 
turning him into ever more of a hot mess. 


Ivan's stomach rumbled, and he froze up as he felt Alex 
pause. After a few moments of silence, saying something in 
acknowledgement became the less embarrassing option. "I, 
uh, | guess I'm getting hungry." 


"You don't say." Alex rose to his feet, clearly failing to 
suppress a smile. "I suppose | will see to it." 


"I can pay for both of us," Ivan offered, only realising as he 
sat up that Alex was heading for the shore. Wouldn't it be 
easier to eat in town than to fish or forage? They weren't 
going to camp out, were they? 


Alex stood at the edge of the surf and raised his hands, 
shining with Psynergy. A glinting light drew Ivan's gaze 
several dozen feet out to sea, where a smooth block of ice 
was rising from the water, bringing to light the shoal of fish 
frozen inside. Alex hovered his catch over to the beach, then 
deposited a torrent of shimmering scales and melted 
seawater onto a frozen patch of sand. After calling to hand a 
thin blade of ice, he tossed a few loose strands of hair over 


his shoulder and started to gut the fish, spending a few 
seconds on each one. 


"I'll pick some fruit," Ivan called out, retreating to the 
treeline in search of a contribution. 


He brushed past a shrub full of waxy red flowers, and paused 
to take a closer look. The floral aroma reminded him of the 
scent Alex was wearing, so much so that he suspected this 
was one of the ingredients. Had Alex spent time here before 
returning to Angara? After getting out of Tundaria, he might 
well have craved warm weather, but Ivan found himself 
pouting at the idea that Alex could have prioritised anything 
above seeing him again. Damn, he was being selfish. If he 
wanted to make this work, he'd have to be less pathetic. 


He made his way to a cluster of palm trees, and brought 
down a couple of coconuts with a few well aimed lightning 
bolts. 


When Ivan returned to the beach, Alex was cooking the fish 
in a sphere of boiling water suspended a few feet above the 
sand. Ivan approached wordlessly, staring at the seething 
liquid. He jumped when Alex lifted one of the coconuts from 
his arms, and watched as a thin sheet of ice split the husk in 
two. Alex passed him half, and Ivan wasted no time in 
quenching his thirst, spilling a few droplets of coconut water 
down his face. He was already such a sticky mess, it hardly 
seemed to matter. Nothing had ever tasted so perfect 
before. 


When Ivan's drink ran out, Alex reached out and refilled the 
fruit with cold water. Ivan gulped it down, only slowing when 
he reached his second refill. He sank to the sand, leaning 
against Alex's leg and basking in the warmth radiating from 
the water. 


"Thank you." Ivan broke the silence, finally remembering his 
manners. 


Alex tensed up for a moment, then offered a curt reply. "Do 
not allow yourself to become dehydrated." 


Ivan nodded, noting that Alex didn't seem to like being 
thanked. He didn't seem to want to hear the words '‘'/'m 
sorry’ either, considering he'd responded earlier with ‘Why 
do you feel the need to apologize?’ If only Ivan had spent 
longer visiting Imil, he'd have stood a better chance of 
finding out that kind of thing from the townspeople's 
memories, and learning how to deal with him in advance. 


He sat up when Alex passed him a fish, and started eating 
while he watched the water re-form into a sheet of ice laid 
over the beach, with the rest of their meal piled on top. He 
wasn't sure he'd be able to stay awake long enough to finish 
it, but it was delicious enough that he was certainly going to 
try. Alex sat by his side, eating with what looked like a pair 
of chopsticks made of ice. Ivan didn't mind eating with his 
hands, but he couldn't help wishing he could make cutlery 
from electricity. 


Sneaking glances at Alex, he reminded himself that it was 
probably better not to know everything about him in 
advance. Mind- reading and dating never mixed well. Hadn't 
he already decided to look for an Adept partner, so that he 
couldn't find out too much too quickly? Honestly, he liked 
that Alex actually left something to the imagination. 


Ivan wanted to ask him where he'd been, or where he 
wanted to go tomorrow, but if he didn't feel like sharing that 
information, asking too many questions might only lead him 
to change his mind about bringing him along. 


When Ivan couldn't eat another bite, he tried out a fairly 
safe suggestion. "We should get to the Inn before it gets 
dark." 


Alex turned to him, and Ivan found himself getting lost in his 
gaze again. He looked heavenly in the evening light. This 
place would make a perfect honeymoon resort, if it weren't 
so far from the mainland. The sooner Alex acknowledged 
him in front of other people, the sooner this whole thing 
would feel real. 


Alex climbed to his feet and lifted Ivan into his arms. 


"Oh... you don't have to..." lvan clung to him, worried that he 
was too heavy to be carried this way, but he relaxed when 
he heard Alex laugh. He didn't seem to find him a burden. 


Ivan closed his eyes and leaned his head on his shoulder, 
deciding to rest while he had the chance. He wasn't entirely 
sure why Alex was being so nice to him when he knew he 
didn't deserve it. Maybe Alex simply wanted him, and felt 
inclined to take what he wanted without feeling obliged to 
act aggrieved instead. If Ivan really hadn't caused him any 
material harm, and only needed to regret his mistakes 
because they were insulting, then he could trust that Alex 
would be safe no matter how badly he might mess things up 
- though if he could trust Alex from now on, he ought to be 
able to avoid making such ridiculous mistakes again. If only 
they'd found each other sooner, he wouldn't have had to 
spend these last months fearing for his safety, paralysed by 
grief and guilt. This was so much better, and so much easier. 
So long as they were together, nothing else mattered. 


Ivan blinked in the sunlight slanting through the window as 
he came to his senses. The Inn's ceiling sloped up into the 


distance, and morning light leaked through the weave of the 
walls. When was the last time he'd felt so well rested? Maybe 
not since the quest, when Isaac had been nearby. 


There was a weight missing, besides the weight off his chest. 
He patted his clothes, pausing as he noticed that he was 
clean and comfortable, even though he was still in last 
night's outfit. Minus his guardian ring, the lifting gem, and 
his wallet. 


Ivan pressed the heels of his palms against his eyes, 
suddenly finding the humid air cloying in his chest. If only 
he could melt into the floorboards and escape the day 
ahead. Or wind back time and spend as long as he pleased 
in the sleepy few moments before he'd found out that Alex 
still felt he had something to prove. 


Rubbing his eyes until they hurt, Ivan reminded himself that 
he didn't have the right to be disappointed. It wasn't his 
place to say when they were even. The contents of his wallet 
were a poor consolation for months of displacement, but if 
the money would help keep Alex safe and comfortable, then 
its absence was a consolation in itself. If he might never see 
him again - 


Ivan tried to stop crying, but now that he'd started, he 
couldn't stop, even if it was selfish. He couldn't blame Alex 
for realising that he wasn't worth keeping, or for Knowing it 
all along... 


Biting his lip, lvan shifted to the edge of the bed and tried to 
look around, certain that he should be doing something 
more useful with himself. Nobody wanted to see him this 
way. There was something on the bedside table, but he had 
to rub his eyes again before he could see what it was. 


When it finally came into focus, he lifted the top half of the 
coconut shell, and stared at the mixture of fish and shredded 
white fruit inside. 


Ivan scanned the room in case Alex had left his things 
nearby. Maybe he'd only taken them off him to let him sleep 
more comfortably. He should have thought of that in the first 
place. How could he be so dense? 


He couldn't see his wallet or accessories anywhere, even 
after getting up and searching the room. Still, Alex had 
made breakfast, and it was delicious. Maybe he'd wanted to 
make sure that he would wait here until he returned. If he'd 
been worried that he might leave the island after waking up 
alone, why couldn't he have left a note, or woken him up 
and shared his plans for the day? 


Perhaps leaving him without the money for transport had 
seemed the most effective option, if he was used to looking 
at things a certain way. Maybe they were going to have to 
work on his bad habits after all. Ivan sighed and set aside 
the empty coconut shell, sucking the last traces of oil from 
his fingers. Convincing Alex to communicate needn't be 
about changing him, so much as proving that he could have 
all he wanted and more, if he would only ask. 


Anyway, if Alex hadn't made arrangements for lunch, he'd 
probably be back within a few hours. Ivan set off to freshen 
up and see what he could find out from the staff. 


The Innkeeper was busy speaking to another guest when 
Ivan reached the foyer. Beyond the fronded leaves covering 
the doorway, he could see a couple more travellers eating 
breakfast out on the wooden porch. 


The place was busier than it had been the last time Ivan had 
visited, when his group had still been searching for Felix and 
the others. He ought to remember the Innkeeper's name, but 
he couldn't quite bring it to mind. He might need a favour or 
two, depending on how long he had to wait, so it'd be worth 
finding out his name from someone else, for the sake of 
making a good impression. 


A woman was gathering up the rugs on the other side of the 
room, getting ready to air them in the sun. Ivan hadn't met 
her before, but she smiled as he approached. 


"Everything okay?" 


"Yes, thank you. He runs a great place, here." Ivan glanced 
over at the Innkeeper, then turned back to the woman and 
started using Mind Read. She was bound to know his name, 
wasn't she? 


"Well, of course. Juan's been running this place for eight 
years now." {{ And fucking me for half as long again. At this 
point, | don't even care if his wife finds out. }} 


"Oh, that's... nice..." Ivan smiled and headed for the counter, 
leaving her to the cleaning. 


He needn't have used Psynergy there. Why couldn't he 
break the habit? Her mental images weren't helpful, just 
distracting. He had the feeling this was the sort of thing 
other people would call too much information. Was he 
starting to understand normal boundaries? 


Cheered by the thought that maybe he was making 
progress, Ivan leaned on the counter until the Innkeeper was 
free. 


"Good morning, Juan." 


"Morning, Ivan. Did you sleep well?" 
“Best I've ever slept." 


"I'm glad to hear it. Did you ever find those warriors you 
were looking for? Felix, was it? | asked your friend last night, 
but he wasn't very talkative." 


"Yes, we did, but... uh, did he say we were friends?" 


Juan paused and gave him an odd look. "I'm guessing you 
wouldn't be travelling with a foe." 


Ivan burst out giggling. He ran his hand along the grain of 
the counter, trying to bring himself under control. "Oh, no. 
Not at all. He's more than a friend." 


"Oh?" 


Ivan only slightly managed to suppress his giggling. He 
couldn't talk about Alex without feeling happiness bubbling 
up in his chest, leaving him lightheaded. 


"He's... I... | think I'm in love. | mean, | know we are." Ivan 
stretched out his arm, running his fingers along the counter. 
He continued, only hearing the words once they'd left his 
mouth. "Actually, we're here on our honeymoon." 


"Is that so?" Juan glanced at Ivan's hands. 


"We're not bothering with rings," Ivan added. "I mean, 
unless he wants one. | want him to have whatever he wants, 
you know?" 


"Where's he off to, anyway?" 


"Didn't he say when he left?" 


",..No, hence the question." 
"Oh. I'm not sure. We're meeting up later." 
"What are you up to in the meantime?" 


"I was wondering whether you could use a hand around the 
Inn. We're trying to keep the holiday fund topped up as we 


go." 
"Sure, you can sweep the floors, if you've got time to spare." 


"Thanks." Ivan smiled and took the broom that Juan passed 
him from behind the counter. 


He started sweeping in one of the empty guest rooms to 
avoid getting under anyone's feet. The Inn seemed bigger 
than it used to be. Trade must have picked up, if they were 
doing well enough to expand. 


One of the travellers he'd glimpsed outside entered the 
room. 


"Sorry, am | in your way?" Ivan asked, edging around him 
and heading for the door. 


"Hang on," the guy replied, grabbing his arm and giving him 
a leering look. "I heard you're in need of gold." 


"Then you heard wrong." Ivan tried to shake him off, but he 
only tightened his grip. 


"You won't make much this way, you know. Show mea - " 


Ivan pressed a hand to his chest and sent a bolt of electricity 
straight to his solar plexus, then slid out of the way as he 
crumpled to the ground. 


After kicking the guy onto his back and checking that he 
was still breathing, Ivan left to continue sweeping in the 
hallway. The scent of the trees and blossoms outside drifted 
in through the windows, reminding him of last night, and he 
soon found himself humming under his breath. This was as 
good as a honeymoon, wasn't it? Nothing could bring him 
down today. 


As he neared a side door, he noticed a bright red petal 
resting on the wooden boards outside. He stepped out onto 
the porch and spotted another petal a few feet beyond, 
laying on the grass. And another, and another... The trail led 
towards the other side of town. 


Ivan left the broom leaning against the wall and went to 
gather the first few petals. Judging by the scent, they were 
definitely from the flowers he'd noticed yesterday. He set off 
to gather the rest, jumping across the nearest stream to 
reach the bright splashes of colour ahead. 


The trail of petals led to the waterfront, where the spray from 
Gaia Falls formed a gleaming mist over the shallows. So 
romantic... 


A metallic glint drew his eyes to a nearby rock. His guardian 
ring was resting just above the rushing water. He splashed 
over to collect it, and felt its power spreading through him 
as soon as he put it on, bolstering his reserves of strength. 


He headed further out, searching the other outcroppings of 
rock for the rest of his possessions. After a few minutes of 
fruitless wading, he spotted the lifting gem atop a half- 
submerged boulder in an area of deeper water. Mindful of 
the strong currents, he climbed onto the closest rock that he 
could reach without being swept off his feet, and tried to 


judge the gap. Only four feet - he could probably make the 
jump. 


Ivan leapt over, but lost his footing on the wet surface, and 
had to scramble to keep his purchase on the boulder. He saw 
the lifting gem falling at the edge of his vision, and tried to 
Snatch it up, but the waves carried it away. Cursing his 
clumsiness, he gazed around to see what was next. 


His wallet was on the next rock along, thoroughly damp with 
mist and spray. He was sure he could make it this time. 


He hurled himself across the gap and landed safely. With a 
sigh of relief, he tied his wallet to his belt - then tried to 
stand, only to slip and plunge into the sea. 


The water closed over his head, carrying him along as he 
thrashed his way back to the surface. He barely had time to 
register the drop ahead before he was falling, watching the 
edge of the planet rise further and further into the sky. 


He couldn't see an end to the falls below; the plummeting 
water disappeared into the mist. When he looked back up 
and could barely distinguish the white crash of spray from 
the clouds above, a choking laugh ripped through him, and 
his hands snapped to his chest, where the teleport lapis 
should have been. He tried to remember the way its 
Psynergy had felt the last time he'd used it, focusing his 
mind and his powers on the slim chance that he could cast it 
unaided if he tried hard enough. His skin buzzed with effort, 
but he kept falling. 


His breath left him in a sigh. Would this be easier to take if 
he knew for sure that there was something below to break 
his fall? Weren't there stories of a serpent at the edge of the 
world? Maybe it would snatch him up and eat him alive. 
Unless it was busy eating its own tail. 


Mercury Lighthouse surfaced in his mind. When Mia had cast 
Ply, the last waterfall had started flowing upwards, carrying 
them to the aerie. If Alex were to use his sacred powers at 
the land's end, would Gaia Falls run in reverse? No, he 
couldn't be quite that powerful. Still, that would be an 
incredible sight. 


Ivan landed in Alex's arms, and spent a few moments staring 
before his mind began to catch on. 


"Alex? You're the ouroboros?" 


"Are you calling me a snake? Is this the thanks | get for 
rescuing you?" 


Ivan leaned into his embrace, trying to find words as his 
shoulders started to shake. "Th-thank-" 


Alex disintegrated in a swirl of light, leaving Ivan in freefall. 


He tried to draw breath, but his chest froze up as he 
wondered what he should have said. How could he have 
messed this up already? He couldn't draw enough breath, 
but it might not be too late to thank him, mightn't it? 


Alex caught him again. Ivan clung to him, pressing his face 
into his neck and clutching at his clothes. If he would only 
hold him for a while longer, he might be able to stop 
Shaking. "Please..." 


"What's wrong? Are you seriously worried that | might drop 
you? What possible reason..." 


He vanished again, and Ivan yelped as he slid through 
empty air. His mind stumbled through the things he might 
be able to say or do to make this stop. Strip, maybe? Could 
he manage a striptease in midair? 


Alex's arms wrapped round him, arresting his fall, hopefully 
for good. Ivan gasped for air, and tried to speak, or at least 
start with some kind of vocalisation, but Alex beat him to it. 


"Could | have..." 


Then Ivan was falling again, and he couldn't breathe, what 
was he supposed to do? 


"to abandon you here?" Alex's voice returned along with 
his arms, and Ivan clung on for dear life, trying to burrow 
blindly into every inch of warmth while it lasted. 


When he felt Alex walking as though on solid ground, Ivan 
lifted his head and dared to look around. They were at the 
mouth of a cave; he couldn't see far ahead through the 
shadows. Alex tried to set him down, but he couldn't let go, 
not yet. He clung on as Alex moved to sit with him instead, 
letting him rest in his lap. 


Alex brushed Ivan's wet hair back from his face. Ivan tried to 
move one of his hands, to return the gesture, but as soon as 
he let go of his back, he felt dizzy again, his stomach 
lurching as though he couldn't see the ground beneath 
them. He tried to stop panting for breath, but then he was 
holding his breath, and that was even more dizzying, so he 
tried to focus on Alex instead. 


His words whirled through his head; 'What possible reason 
could | have to abandon you here?’ Even if Alex didn't feel 
that he had reason to leave him for dead at the edge of the 
world, he still felt the need to point out that doing so would 
mean repaying him in kind for the stunt he'd pulled in 
Tundaria. Maybe he wasn't going to outright complain that it 
had been horrible, but that wasn't keeping him from making 
the point in other ways. Why had he ever thought that 
teleporting somewhere so deathly would be a good idea? 


They could have gone anywhere to talk. They could have 
stayed together. Letting go of him there had been the worst 
mistake of his life. 


"I'm sorry. | should never have left you. I'll never, n-never..." 
Ivan gasped out the apology, breaking off as he ran out of 
air again. 


Alex stroked his hair, then took hold of his shoulders and 
pushed him back to create a bit of distance. Ivan let go, and 
quickly wrapped his arms round his own chest when he 
found himself getting shaky again. Alex laughed under his 
breath, then started nipping at his neck, pushing him down 
until they were stretched out on the ground. Ivan stared out 
at the water plummeting past the cave, shivering despite 
the distraction Alex was providing. 


When he felt Alex trying to peel off his wet clothing, Ivan 
flailed until he found his hands, and tried to hold him still 
until he could find his voice. They were only a few feet in, 
and there was still spray in the air; he didn't want to feel it 
on any more of his skin. 


Alex moved to stroke his shoulders, and started biting his 
chest through his tunic. Ivan pulled at his shoulder until he 
looked up, then wrapped his shaky arms round him and 
pulled him into a hug. Alex sighed and returned it, slipping a 
hand behind his head to cushion him from the ground. Ivan 
shifted his arms down to his waist and pulled him into lying 
flat against him. He could feel that he was hard, and he 
wasn't up to doing anything about it, but he still needed to 
feel all of him, to know that he wasn't going anywhere. 


Ivan stared out at the falls again, anchored to safety by his 
partner's weight. The sea roared past them, leaving the 


world behind. He didn't know where it was off to in such a 
rush, but he wasn't going to find out today. 


His breath gradually came easier as they rested. When he 
started to feel more curious than panicky, and he could feel 
that they'd both calmed down, he rubbed Alex's neck and 
kissed him on the cheek, thanking him for waiting. Alex was 
looking bored, but he kept a steadying arm around Ivan as 
he helped him to his feet. 


Ivan checked his outfit, and noted with relief that his 
guardian ring and his wallet were still attached. He hadn't 
done very well at their game, after Alex had gone to so 
much trouble setting it up. A bit of warning would have been 
nice, but Ivan was the one who'd lost valuable equipment. 


"Um, l'm sorry. | lost the lifting gem." 
Alex tilted his head. "Why are you apologising to me?" 


Ivan thought for a moment about why losing it was a 
problem. "Did you want me to use Lift Psynergy for 
anything?" 


Alex laughed and shook his head, leaning on the wall for a 
few moments before replying. "You are something else 
altogether..." 


Ivan blushed, wondering how he could have gotten that kind 
of reaction. "I'm sorry if I'm being too clingy, or - " 


"| was referring to your loyalty." Alex smiled, stopping Ivan's 
doubts in their tracks. 


"Qh..." 


"And a few other things, besides," Alex added, stalking over 
and pressing a kiss to his lips. 


Ivan moaned and tried to press closer, but Alex pulled back 
and walked away, heading deeper into the cave. 


When Ivan tried to run and catch up, he got dizzy again, so 
he slowed down to give his pulse longer to settle. He'd 
wanted to ask Alex to keep him informed of their schedule 
rather than leaving hints, but this wasn't the time. Not if he 
wanted to keep him. Besides, he'd clearly been trying to set 
up something fun. He was so thoughtful most of the time, he 
surely wanted to forgive him, even if he hadn't managed it 
yet. 


Ivan tried to believe that if he paid attention and made sure 
to do everything right, Alex would forgive him soon. Once 
they'd cleared that hurdle, nothing would keep them from 
being good to each other for the rest of their lives. 


The cave lengthened into a tunnel, curving round until Ivan 
could no longer see the entrance when he glanced over his 
shoulder. A soft blue glow lit the path from somewhere up 
ahead. 


Ivan noticed a scattering of large white feathers, and went to 
pick one up, taking a closer look at the band of iridescent 
blue at the tip. 


"| cleared out a nest of seabirds earlier," Alex explained. 


"You've been busy," Ivan replied, toying with his find as he 
walked over. 


His heart lurched as Alex's smile worked its usual magic. 
Grinning in response, Ivan reached out to stroke his face 
with the feather. 


Alex sighed and stepped back. "You do not know where it 
has been." 


"Oh, sorry." Ivan dropped it, and bit his lip as Alex walked off 
again. 


Around the next bend, the tunnel opened up into a room 
tiled with a swirling blue mosaic that stretched across the 
floor and the three surviving walls. A shallow stream cut 
across the center of the room, entering through a small grille 
in the wall to the left, and disappearing beneath the rubble 
to the right, where the tunnel had collapsed. A throne was 
set into the floor by the far wall, and the twisting mosaic 
continued across its every surface. The irregular patterns 
Shaped by the tiles were intricate enough to make Ivan 
wonder whether they were a form of ancient writing, though 
they looked nothing like any language he'd studied. How 
long ago had this place been built? 


Ivan turned to Alex, who seemed to be waiting for a reaction. 


"It's beautiful." Ivan stepped in close and hugged him again. 
When Alex stroked his back, Ivan let out a breath that he 
hadn't realised he'd been holding. 


"| haven't explored any further down." 


"We've got plenty of time. I'm in no hurry to go back out into 
the falls. And | don't think I'd want to travel that way again." 
Ivan paused, wondering what he was even saying. He pulled 
away and went to explore the room, changing the subject 
rather than letting the silence stretch on for too long. "We 
should bring Kraden here soon. I'd love to know what he'd 
make of this place." 


"I thought you wanted a honeymoon." 


Ivan blushed as he realised he'd heard him getting ahead of 
himself at the Inn. Either that, or he'd been talking in his 
sleep. "Uh, what are you saying? He's not top of your list for 
a threesome?" 


Alex laughed, and Ivan relaxed a little more thoroughly. 


Trailing his fingers along the mosaic, Ivan made his way over 
to the stream. Alex joined him, and knelt to dip one hand in 
the water. He started glowing with Psynergy, and steam 
started rising from the surface, billowing up and dissipating 
throughout the room until the air was as warm and humid as 
it had been at the beach. 


"You can do just about anything with water, can't you?" Ivan 
sat next to him, leaning against the wall. 


"Of course." Judging by Alex's smile, he was definitely in a 
good mood. 


"I've been thinking. As soon as we're ready to visit anyone, 
we should go and see Mia." Ivan didn't expect this to be an 
easy topic to discuss, but they had to clear the air sooner or 
later. "After - after what happened in Vault, none of us told 
her anything. | didn't Know what to say, or what to do. I'll 
need to apologise to her too. Even if you don't want to 
discuss everything with her, we should let her know that 
you're safe. She must be worried sick." 


"| doubt it." 
"What?" 


"She knows her place." Alex sighed and rolled his eyes. "And 
mine." 


"If you don't want to rejoin the Clan and resume your duties, 
she wouldn't exactly be happy about that, but she'd be 
relieved to know that you're alive. You still think about her, 
don't you? It wouldn't be fair on either of you if you ended 
up spending years apart. If she's your only family in the 
world - " 


"You miss your sister, don't you?" 


Ivan blinked, caught off guard by the interruption. "I... I'm 
not sure that's the word. | wish | knew her well enough to 
miss her." 


Alex's piercing stare pinned him to the spot. "Your issues are 
getting tiresome." 


Ivan found himself freezing up instead of saying ‘/'m sorry’. 
He had the feeling an apology might not be well received, 
which might be why the words wouldn't reach his throat. Did 
Alex mean to say that he was tired of the conversation, or 
tired of dealing with him at all? Ivan didn't think he'd said 
anything terribly wrong, even if he'd said too much. It was 
getting hard to hold his gaze, so he stared down at his 
hands. He really ought to learn to keep his mouth shut until 
he knew what to do with himself. 


"Oh, don't pull that face." Alex reached out to stroke his hair. 
"You ought to know your worth by now." 


He probably shouldn't take that as an invitation to ask, but 
Ivan couldn't keep trying his patience. If Alex was only 
attracted to him through some kind of misunderstanding, 
then he ought to find out before he built up his 
expectations. 


"What is it, exactly? What do you see in me?" Ivan looked 
into his eyes again, hoping he wasn't being too irritating to 


warrant a reply. 


Alex stared back for a few seconds, looking mildly surprised. 
Eventually, he took Ivan's hand, then rose to his feet and led 
him deeper into the room. When they reached the throne, 
Ivan took a seat, guided into place by Alex's hands at his 
waist and wrist. Once he'd settled, Alex laid one of Ivan's 
hands on his chest, letting him feel his heartbeat against his 
palm. 


"See for yourself." 


Taking him up on the invitation without a second thought, 
Ivan drew on his Psynergy to delve into his mind. Would 
heart-reading be a fitting term for mind-reading between 
lovers? When he saw what Alex was seeing, his vision 
Shaped by his opinions, all he could do for a long while was 
stare through his eyes. 


A powerful young Adept filled Alex's vision, staring back 
with eyes that held wisdom beyond their years. His lean 
frame was suffused with an ineffable energy, a lightningbolt 
at rest, and the quirk of his lips hinted at a power that could 
not be contained. With his hair dishevelled and his arm 
outstretched, he held himself with a vibrancy that could 
never be replicated through artifice. His chest rose and fell 
in a gentle rhythm, though he gave the impression that he 
was ready for movement. Woe betide anyone who tried to 
predict the path of the storm. A frown clouded his 
expression, and his eyes grew pleading and intense, inviting 
his audience to share this moment of calm for a while longer. 
Every line of his body radiated a selflessness which belied - 
or perhaps fuelled - the unhesitating efficiency with which 
he was capable of striking. 


Ivan broke the connection and pulled Alex closer, still 
scarcely able to believe what he'd seen. When he'd travelled 
the world, nobody had noticed him next to Isaac, which was 
only natural. People hadn't believed he could fight until 
they'd seen it for themselves, and then they'd found it 
incongruous to see a kid like him holding his ground. At 
best, people thought he was cute; at worst, creepy. To find 
that Alex was drawn to him through powerlust and 
admiration - and that he couldn't disbelieve it, couldn't help 
but see what he meant - oh gods, he might never be able to 
admit it to anyone, but it was the most amazing compliment 
he'd ever received. 


Alex kissed his forehead, then leaned in to speak in his ear. 
"| believe that if | were to provide you with a throne, you 
would serve me well." 


"What? I'm not royalty." Ivan leaned back, searching his 
gaze in confusion. Maybe Lord Hammet or Master Hama 
would train him to follow in their footsteps someday, but 
they weren't likely to pronounce themselves monarchs. He 
couldn't assume that he would inherit anyone's position, 
and he wasn't skilled enough to found a new settlement. 


"These lands will require more than just mayors and nobles 
to protect their interests in the coming age of regrowth. You 
will not be the only one to step into that void." 


Ivan couldn't imagine any void, unless... Was Alex saying 
that he didn't want to keep him by his side? That would 
leave a void in his life, one that he didn't want to face. 


Alex drew him into a deep kiss before he could voice his 
fears, and it was far easier to seek reassurance in his touch 
than to start arguing over what-ifs. lvan tangled his hands in 
his tunic and slid to the edge of his seat, tackling his 


clothing with more coordination when they paused for 
breath. 


Before long, they ended up on the ground again, stretched 
out on the tiles. Ivan slid on top, seeking out warmth and 
contact. Alex wrapped one arm round his back, relaxing with 
a smile that seemed a perfect blend of curiosity and 
amusement. Resting a hand on his chest again, Ivan decided 
he wasn't assuming too much by reading fascination and 
affection in his expression too. They would stay a part of 
each other's lives, whether or not he ever became a leader. 
Didn't Alex already like him for what he was? Even if his 
encouragement proved misplaced, he could make him 
happy. Rushing to prove it again, he dipped down for 
another kiss and ground against him, shifting his hands to 
his hips. Aligned at the core, they found a rhythm, Ivan's 
hands flitting between stroking them together and reaching 
for leverage as and when he needed it. 


He lost himself in Alex's scent and heat, feeling him press 
against his skin as they were both overtaken by the 
experience. Already in his arms, Ivan didn't even need to 
move to rest with him, still craving every inch of contact. 
They could rest and play for as long as they pleased, far 
removed from any interruptions. How had he ended up with 
so much love in his life? 


Ivan pressed a hand to Alex's neck, feeling his pulse. He 
would never be able to thank him enough for surviving. This 
was more than he deserved. He'd offered him everything, 
and he only wished he had more to give. 


He kissed his neck and moved one hand to stroke him again, 
hoping he would soon be ready for more. 


Alex hummed a few tired, happy noises. Ivan suddenly 
wondered how much sleep he'd gotten last night. If he'd 
carried him to town, and gone out early... Still, he didn't 
seem to mind the attention. 


Ivan slid down to lick him clean. He'd barely gotten started 
when Alex caught his shoulder. 


"We have already done that. What else can we try?" 


"Oh? Uh." Ivan sat up, blushing as he wondered whether 
Alex was bored already, or just stalling for recovery time. 
While their age gap wasn't immense, even a few years might 
make a difference there. In any case, he ought to come up 
with something fun. The first thing that came to mind might 
not be a great suggestion, but it was worth checking, just in 
case. "I like electricity." 


"I'll pass." Alex laughed, propping himself up on one elbow. 
At least he was amused. 


Searching his memory, Ivan tried to recall anything that 
anyone had found fun. What about a titfuck? No, wait, he 
didn't have the right kind of body to do that. Bondage, 
perhaps? Those memories were pretty good, even if they 
were other people's recollections. He was about to suggest it 
when he remembered falling outside, dropping like a stone 
each time he thought it was over. Alex had caught him in 
the end, and it didn't have much to do with anything, so he 
couldn't very well bring it up as an excuse to talk over every 
little detail of his own suggestion before deciding whether 
he really trusted him enough. If Alex were to suggest tying 
him up, then he could show that he was considering it by 
asking to talk it over. 


What else? Mating dances were fun, right? No, no, those 
memories were from the times he'd read the minds of those 


birds. Why couldn't he think of anything sensible? Ivan bit 
his lip, feeling himself blushing even harder. He'd better get 
it together, or else he'd find himself suggesting they try for 
children and bury the eggs in hot sand. 


Alex sighed and pulled him into lying next to him. Ivan 
pressed in close, trying to stop feeling so flustered. He licked 
Alex's hair, only to wind up coughing. Alex laughed and 
stroked his back. 


"I'm s-sorry," Ivan whispered, trying to settle down. 


Alex waved a hand aimlessly, then wrapped his arm around 
him again and closed his eyes. After listening to his 
breathing for a few minutes, Ivan squeezed his hand. He'd 
calmed down enough for other worries to catch up with him. 


"Hmm?" Alex didn't bother opening his eyes. 


"How long do you think we should stay here?" Ivan couldn't 
help but wonder whether Alex would be more comfortable in 
bed at the Inn, or at home. "We left a note in Kalay, but..." 


"Are you in any particular hurry to see your friends again?" 
Alex squinted at him through one eye, sounding slightly 
dozy. 


"I only meant that Hammet and Layana will worry if we don't 
get in touch again soon. The others... | don't think | can still 
call them friends. Not after the way they - they didn't 
understand." Ivan caught himself at the last minute, and 
tried to avoid placing too much blame on anyone else. He 
had good reason to be upset with them, but he didn't want 
to get them into trouble. 


"Do not be too hasty to sever your ties. | might need you to 
help me deal with them." 


"Oh, right. They still think the worst of you, and - and that's 
worse on you, isn't it? Of course I'll help you smooth things 
over." 


The way Alex smiled left lvan wondering whether he'd said 
the right thing or put his foot in his mouth somehow. 


"| wouldn't have expected you to warn me against burning 
bridges," Ivan added, trying to offer a playful smile. "Don't 
you want me to be like you? Devoted to the mission..." 


"If we were all like me, the world would grind to a halt." 


"| guess so." Ivan toyed with Alex's fingers. "We can't all be 
fabulous." 


"Is that what | am?" 
"You know it, don't you?" 


Ivan smiled again, and Alex responded by laughing and 
pulling him close. Getting the message, Ivan held still and 
let him rest. What with one thing and another, it had been a 
long morning, and it didn't take Ivan long to drift off 
alongside him. 


When Ivan woke up alone, he took a deep breath, trying not 
to fear the worst. He couldn't see Alex nearby. What did it 
matter? He'd be around. Maybe he was sorting out lunch. 


Ivan's clothes had been folded and placed by the throne. 
After a moment's thought, he pulled on his tunic, on the off 
chance that Alex had brought anyone else here. He padded 
over to the stream, splashed his face with water, and 
smoothed down his hair. 


He wandered back through the tunnel, and reached the exit 
to the falls without running into anyone. The rushing water 
danced in the light, and he spared a moment to take in the 
view, standing clear of the spray. 


Would Alex be gone for long? He wouldn't have gone far, 
would he? Ivan glanced over his shoulder at the empty 
tunnel and had the nagging feeling that he was missing 
something, though he couldn't have said why. Hadn't Isaac 
always told him to listen to his instincts? 


Ivan cast Reveal on his surroundings, letting his Psynergy 
expand his senses. His breath caught as he saw Alex 
standing by the wall, staring out at the falls and shining with 
Psynergy of his own. 


Alex turned to stare at him, and stopped using Psynergy. 
Ivan let Reveal fade, and tried to figure out what to say. 
Alex's eyes narrowed. Ivan stepped back and tried to ask 
whether he should go back inside and give him some space, 
but he couldn't bring himself to speak after catching sight of 
Alex's clenched fists. Why was he glaring? If he'd asked to 
be left alone, Ivan wouldn't have interrupted. Alex hissed in 
a breath, but when he spoke, his voice came out dreadfully 
flat. 


"| have no need of you." 


"I know." Ivan stared at the ground for a moment, trying to 
keep it together. When he looked back up, Alex's eyes had 
widened again. Ivan found a smile for him and tried to 
explain. "You're amazing. Why would you need me? | only 
want to be with you, for as long as you want me." 


Alex kept staring. lvan walked up to him, since he'd left it a 
little late to leave. 


"If you want anything - | mean, if | should leave, or, uh..." 
Ivan bit his lip, wishing Alex would stop looking at him that 
way. "If it helps, you could - | wouldn't mind if you hit me." 


Alex blinked, and Ivan realised he probably hadn't 
communicated everything he should have. He'd be happy to 
play rough, to clear some of the tension, but he didn't want 
Alex using that as an excuse to stop listening. A slap would 
be fine, once he'd offered, but not a real fight. Could he add 
that without offending him, at a time like this? 


When Alex raised his hand merely to stroke his hair, Ivan 
sighed and held still, aware even in his relief that he 
probably couldn't afford to mispeak again. 


"You are a constant surprise." Alex's voice still sounded too 
quiet and low. "I wish it were not so." 


"Can we talk?" Ivan thought they might have left too much 
unspoken. 


"What do you wish to discuss?" Alex folded his arms and 
glanced outside. 


Ivan took a moment to brace himself. He didn't want to ask, 
but the way things were going, it might be more dangerous 
not to. "How did you get out of Tundaria?" 


"| walked." Alex raised an eyebrow, as if this were an odd 
thing to question. 


"Do you mean, as far as the coast, or...?" 
"| froze the sea and walked without rest." 


"Oh, fuck. | mean, | - I'm sorry. | love you. You know that, 
don't you?" Ivan blinked hard, hoping he could avoid crying. 


Why was he breaking down when Alex didn't sound upset 
anymore? 


After studying him for a few long moments, Alex replied with 
a question. "Isaac manipulated you into leaving me there, 
didn't he?" 


There had been nothing accusatory in his tone, but Ivan 
didn't know what to say. 


Alex sighed and stared outside again. "Let me guess. He 
confiscated the teleport lapis." 


"I... uh..." It hadn't been quite like that, since Ivan could 
have stood up for himself, though it had felt impossible at 
the time. He didn't want to confirm it, but he couldn't find 
an answer that wouldn't make everyone look worse. 


Alex turned back to him, betraying nothing but 
dispassionate resignation. "You are what you are. | could not 
have expected more from Isaac's dog. Why don't you roll 
over for me one more time?" 


"I'm not his. | was never his." Ivan backed away, ignoring the 
aching in his chest and the burning in his eyes. "If you act as 
if you're borrowing me, as if I'm not yours - even if you don't 
want me anymore, don't bring him into it. I've only been 
thinking of you. | only want you. Please don't..." 


"You were never his, but not for lack of pining." Alex stared 
him down. "Did you honestly believe | had any intention of 
picking up his trash?" 


"I'm not..." Ivan shook his head, remembering his attitude 
last night. How could Isaac have let you slip though his 
fingers? He'd never been jealous. This wasn't how he really 
felt. 


"Do you love him?" 


"That's not..." lvan had done something to upset him, so he 
was finding excuses to push him away. If he could only keep 
him talking, he might yet come around. "I don't want to see 
him again, if | can help it. I've known for a long time that he 
doesn't want me. That kind of love isn't a choice or a 
promise. It's nothing but a wound." 


"Love is an open wound." Alex gazed at the curtain of water 
veiling them from the void. "Distance is the only palliative." 


"That's only the case if it goes wrong. We can make this 
work. I'll always trust you. If you ever need to leave me 
behind for a while, I'll wait for you. If there's anything you 
can't discuss, | won't take offense. I'll be there for you. What 
do you want me to do?" 


Ivan held his breath, wishing Alex would look at him. He was 
starting to think he wouldn't answer when he heard his 
voice cut through the constant crash of the falls. 


"Prove which of us you would sooner discard." 


"What?" Ivan followed his gaze to the sheer drop outside. He 
took a step back, pulling on Alex's sleeve. "I - | don't want 
either of us to come to harm, least of all you, but... I... we 
should get away from the edge. It's not safe out here." 


"Very well." Alex laid a hand on his shoulder and warped 
them to the mosaic room. He carried Ivan over to the throne, 
then set him down and brushed his hair back from his face. 
"Wait here." 


Ivan nodded, then watched as Alex warped away in a burst 
of light. He'd promised to wait, and to trust him. How could 
he have argued without taking exception to being taken at 


his word, and demanding to know what was really on his 
mind? This was the least that Alex ought to be able to ask of 
him. He couldn't let his heart sink. 


He put on the rest of his outfit, then checked his wallet. The 
teleport lapis was still missing. If Alex had returned it, he 
would have seen it as a hint that distance was all he 
required of him now. If they were still sharing their 
possessions, then they hadn't broken up. 


He went to drink from the stream. It was fresh water, 
doubtless fed by an underground spring. Lunchtime must 
have come and gone, but he wasn't hungry. 


He spent a while lying on the tiles, then walked to the 
entrance of the tunnel. How could anyone enjoy watching 
the oceans drain away? 


Should he have jumped? Would Alex have believed that his 
loyalty lay wholly with him if he'd proved that he would 
rather die than cast him aside again? How could he believe 
it otherwise, after he'd let Isaac confuse him, and admitted 
that he still loved him? By ignoring Alex's order, he had 
proved that he hadn't changed - that he was still a coward, 
too indecisive to follow through on his plans or promises 
until it was too late, letting down everyone he knew in the 
process. 


Even if he'd jumped on command, would Alex have caught 
him, after declaring that he didn't need him? Why had he 
been so upset? If he'd won his affection somehow, then 
maybe he'd retained it even without stepping up to that 
test. Alex had told him to wait here, so shouldn't he wait and 
trust that he would return? It would be senseless to step out 
and fall with nobody around to catch him. Was Alex nearby? 


Would he expect Ivan to use Reveal to check, or would he 
get angry again? Would he stay out of range? 


Why hadn't he gone along with Alex when he'd asked to lie 
with him again? He could have argued without turning him 
down. If he'd held onto him and matched his words to his 
actions, couldn't he have shown him that Isaac was the last 
thing on his mind? Why had he sworn never to take offense 
so soon after getting offended? How could Alex possibly 
have believed him? 


Why couldn't he open his mouth without getting everything 
wrong? Why did Alex have to leave everyone behind? 


Ivan slumped against the cave wall, staring at the fading 
light outside. 


My issues are getting tiresome? What about yours? Come 
back already... 


He fell asleep eventually, and woke up shivering and hungry. 
After dragging himself to the stream, he drank his fill. 
Should he send the djinn out to hunt? 


If only Alex were here. If only Jenna were here to scold Alex 
for taking so long. If only Isaac were here to promise an end 
to the arguments. 


Ivan leaned against the side of the throne. Wasn't this where 
Alex had told him to wait? If he left, he'd lose any chance of 
seeing him again. Could he even leave? The djinn couldn't 
support his weight, and it might take them months to find 
Piers and his ship. Nobody else could reach him here. 


Master Hama had warned that he would someday be granted 
visions of the future. Ivan closed his eyes and tried to 
foresee whether Alex would ever return to claim him. 


Though his Psynergy granted him no insights, Ivan couldn't 
help but feel ever more convinced that the honeymoon was 
well and truly over. 


